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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 
 
This study on the morphological components of English is conducted to find evidence if the language learning 
context and the age of the learner has an effect on the developmental route of the language. The study 
concentrates on the inflectional morphemes of English because it is thought that this part of language is 
something that is imprinted in our innate language learning ability, which seems to be available to us 
especially in childhood but has been argued not to be so anymore in adulthood or after a certain age. The 
study hopes to bring evidence to support early age second language teaching in immersion environments. The 
two hypotheses of the study predict that the three subject groups will differ from each other gradually when it 
comes to age and, in addition, groups 1 and 2 will differ significantly from group 3 because of the difference 
in the learning environment. Three subject groups were chosen for the study: group 1 of 5 to 6-year-old 
language-immersion kindergarten children, group 2 of 9 to 10-year-old Content and Language Integrated 
Learning (CLIL) primary school children and group 3 of 11 to 12-year-old conventional primary school 
children. All of the children have had roughly the same amount of years of exposure to English and they all 
come from monolingual Finnish families. The two factors they differ in are age and learning context, which is 
supposed to show in the way they use their second language. The children were interviewed by asking them to 
tell a story in English in their own words using the pictures from a children’s picture book. The interviewer 
helped them along the way by asking questions that indicated the story should be told in the past simple tense. 
This was never explicitly told to the children, only implied in the sentences used by the interviewer. This way 
it could be elicited how the groups differ from each other in their command of the language and their 
knowledge of the simple past tense. The results show that children from group 1 master the simple past and 
some other inflections significantly better than the ones from groups 2 and 3. This indicates that age is a 
crucial factor in second language acquisition. In addition, the results from the incorrect inflections the children 
make provide evidence that the learning context also plays a crucial role in the development of second 
language skills. The children from groups 1 and 2 use different strategies to form the simple past tense, when 
in the spontaneity of the situation the correct inflection is for some reason unavailable for them. The children 
from group 3, on the other hand, use no strategies and fall back on the use of the present tense when they 
should be using the simple past tense. This strategy use is interpreted as proof for a more implicit way of 
processing the language and it is thought to appear in the speech of the language-immersion children because 
of their naturalistic learning environment that supports the language learning process by providing the 
children with a great deal of input and authentic communicative situations. The results from this study support 
the early introduction of a second language and teaching the language in at least a part-immersion 
environment in order to make the language learning process as effortless as possible. 
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 Tiivistelmä – Abstract 
 
Tämän tutkielman englannin kielen morfologisista osasista halutaan tuovan todisteita siitä, että 
oppimisympäristöllä ja oppijan iällä on vaikutusta toisen kielen kehittymiseen. Tutkielma keskittyy 
tutkimaan englannin taivutusmorfologiaa koska sen ajatellaan olevan osa kieltä, joka on luontainen osa 
taitoamme omaksua kieltä. Tämä kielen omaksumisen taito vaikuttaa olevan saatavilla etenkin lapsuudessa, 
mutta ei niinkään enää aikuisiällä tai tietyn iän ohitettuamme, kuten väitetään. Tutkielman tulosten toivotaan 
tukevan mahdollisimman varhaisella iällä aloitettua toisen kielen opetusta kielikylpy-ympäristöissä. 
Tutkielman kaksi hypoteesia otaksuvat, että kaikki kolme kohderyhmää eroavat toisistaan asteittain 
tarkastellessa ikää tekijänä ja lisäksi, että ryhmät 1 ja 2 eroavat merkitsevästi ryhmästä 3, koska heidän 
oppimisympäristönsä ovat niin erilaiset. Kolme kohderyhmää valittiin tutkittaviksi: ryhmä 1, joka koostuu 
5–6-vuotiaista kielikylpypäiväkodissa opiskelevista lapsista, ryhmä 2, joka koostuu 9–10-vuotiaista CLIL-
alakoululaisista lapsista ja ryhmä 3, joka koostuu 11–12-vuotiaista perinteisen alakoulun lapsista. Kaikki 
lapset ovat olleet englannin kielelle altistuneita yhtä monen vuoden ajan ja he tulevat kaikki yksikielisistä 
suomalaisista perheistä. Ne kaksi tekijää, joissa ryhmät eroavat toisistaan, ovat ikä ja oppimisympäristö, 
minkä oletetaan näkyvän heidän tavassaan käyttää englantia. Lapsia haastateltiin pyytämällä heitä 
kertomaan tarina englanniksi omin sanoin käyttämällä apuna lasten kuvakirjan kuvia. Haastattelija auttoi 
heitä tarinan kerronnassa kysymällä kysymyksiä, jotka antoivat ymmärtää, että tarina haluttiin kerrottavan 
imperfektissä. Tätä ei siis koskaan suoranaisesti kerrottu lapsille, vaan se ilmaistiin vain epäsuorasti 
haastattelijan puheessa. Tällä tavoin voitiin saada lasten puheesta esille eroja kielen yleisessä ja etenkin 
imperfektitaivutusten hallinnassa ryhmien välillä. Tulokset osoittavat, että ryhmä 1 hallitsee imperfektin 
sekä jotkin muutkin verbitaivutukset merkitsevästi paremmin kuin ryhmien 2 ja 3 lapset. Tämä tulos 
osoittaa, että ikä on ratkaiseva tärkeä tekijä toisen kielen omaksumisessa. Lisäksi tulokset väärin 
taivutetuista sanoista antavat todisteita siitä, että oppimisympäristöllä on myös ratkaisevan tärkeä rooli 
toisen kielten taitojen kehittymisessä. Ryhmien 1 ja 2 lapset käyttävät erilaisia strategioita muodostaakseen 
imperfektimuodon, kun sanan oikea taivutusmuoto ei ole heille spontaanin tilanteen vuoksi jostain syystä 
saatavilla. Ryhmän 3 lapset puolestaan eivät käytä minkäänlaisia strategioita ja he turvautuvat usein 
preesensmuodon käyttöön imperfektin sijaan. Erilaisten strategioiden käyttö tulkitaan todisteena luontaisesta 
tavasta prosessoida kieltä ja niiden oletetaan esiintyvän kielikylpyoppilaiden puheessa, koska heidän kielen 
oppimiselle luontainen oppimisympäristönsä tukee kielen oppimista tarjoamalla lapsille paljon autenttista 
kieltä ja aitoja kommunikatiivisia tilanteita käyttää kieltä. Tutkielman tulokset puoltavat toisen kielen 
aikaista käyttöönottoa sekä kielen opetusta vähintään osittaisessa kielikylpy-ympäristössä, jotta kielen 
oppimisprosessi olisi mahdollisimman vaivaton. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Although second language learning has been studied intently over the past decades and major 
progress has been made in our understanding of what happens during the language learning 
process, there are still aspects to it that have not been thoroughly explained or a controversy 
still remains. For this reason, this particular study on child second language learning and its 
morphological elements is conducted, to shed light on one of the remaining mysteries of second 
language learning processes. The study concentrates on English inflectional morphology 
because it is believed that the development of language follows a certain pattern when acquired 
at an early age in a social context, whereas the developmental route of language differs slightly 
when the two factors are not as optimally arranged as just described. Thus, these two factors, 
age and learning context, are taken into a closer examination because they are thought to make 
the greatest difference in the development of a second language. 
 
Previously to this study, a smaller-scale one was conducted in spring 2011 which studied the 
morphological processes in early child second language acquisition (Seppänen 2011). In that 
study, evidence was found that when learning English in a language-immersion environment 
the children's morphological processes were similar to those that also occur in first language 
acquisition and it was argued they may be quite different from those that take place in explicit 
second language learning in schools. Therefore, the current study is conducted as a continuation 
of the previous one. There is a larger amount of subjects from three different language contexts 
taken into the study to gain more comprehensive data and more valid evidence. The study will 
hopefully be able to shed more light on how the morphological processes might change between 
learners of different ages and how important the language learning context is to the development 
of good language skills. 
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Keeping the two previously mentioned factors in mind, children from three different language 
learning contexts and of different age were chosen to be studied. The children were interviewed 
and the ways in which they inflect their verbs will be examined to be able to infer whether the 
age of the learner or the learning context has an effect on the development of a second language. 
The subject groups are the following: Group 1 are kindergarten children learning English in a 
full-immersion environment, group 2 are primary school children from an English Content and 
Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) context and group 3 are primary school children who 
learn English in a conventional school setting, during language lessons. All of the subjects from 
all of the groups have been learning English roughly the same amount of time, that is 3 to 4 
years, and they all come from monolingual Finnish families. By having the subjects from 
similar language backgrounds, the focus can be directed at the learning context and age, to see 
what their possible effects are. 
 
The interviewing method chosen for the study differs slightly from the ones that have been used 
in previous studies with a similar topic and focus on the morphological elements of language. I 
believe the language cannot be studied if it is removed from its communicative context, and 
therefore the children were encouraged to produce spontaneous language in their own words 
and time in the interview situations. They were to look at a picture book and tell the story they 
saw in their own words. I only implied in my speech and through the questions I made in which 
tense I would expect the story to be told. The language used by the children from all the three 
groups will be studied to see what types of morphological processes occur in their language. 
The different instances of inflections will be compared to see if there are any differences in their 
language use on a morphological level. It is believed that the way in which the children inflect 
the verbs they use may project how the language is processed in their brain. Mainly the children 
from different groups are expected to differ from each other because of their age and their 
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language learning background. 
 
Thus, the first hypothesis is based on the view that the earlier second language is introduced, 
the more implicit and deeper-rooted the knowledge about the target language will be. This can 
again be argued to show in the morphology of the language used by the children. It is expected 
to show as an effortlessness to use the language and play with it freely in order to acquire the 
correct ways of inflecting particular words. Therefore, the first hypothesis is that the children 
from group 1 use correct inflections and strategies to form the simple past tense more often than 
the children from group 2, and, further, the children from group 2 use correct inflections and 
strategies to form the simple past tense more often than the children from group 3. 
 
I also suggest that the learning context makes a substantial difference in the development of 
inflectional morphology. I believe this is apparent in the attempted simple past tense inflections 
the children produce. It can be argued that the linguistically richer the environment is, the more 
versatile the speaker's language can become. The learning process is richer and more effortless 
when the language is acquired in a naturalistic environment where it is used as a communicative 
tool rather than a subject to be learned explicitly. Therefore, the second hypothesis of this study 
is that different strategies to form the simple past tense, when the inflection is not familiar to 
the child, occur more often in the speech of the children from groups 1 and 2 than in the speech 
of the children from group 3. 
 
Through this study on second language learning the processes that take place in language 
learning can be identified and language teaching can be developed further, in order for the 
learning process to be as effortless and effective as possible for future English second language 
learners. On account of second language research, there have been major changes in the way 
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foreign languages are taught in schools and as more aspects are discovered this further develops 
our methodology in language teaching. There are numerous factors that affect the language 
learning process and the purpose of this study is to see how the age of the learner affects it and 
if the learning context also plays a part in it. With this study I hope to prove the effect of these 
factors and thus help the language professionals to provide future learners with the best possible 
tools for learning. 
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2. Theoretical Review 
 
As Bialystok (2001: 32) points out, traditionally there is a divide in the theories for language 
acquisition between formalists and functionalists. The former stand behind the assumption that 
language acquisition occurs with the help of genetics, that humans have an innate capability for 
acquiring any language; it is hard-wired into the brain (Bialystok 2001: 32–36). The latter 
group, on the other hand, believe that language is acquired through social situations and by 
using it for communicating with other people children learn all there is to learn about language, 
instead of any innate coding guiding them (ibid.). 
 
However, Bialystok (2001: 41–55) also mentions that neither formal nor functional theories 
have been able to plausibly prove their strict views and she suspects it is because the 
confinements of the theories are so narrow and do not consider the possibility that there might 
be other factors influencing the outcome. 
”A formal view of language learning pays too much attention to the similarities by focusing on 
the endpoint of language acquisition, proficiency, and is too dismissive of the variations in the 
experience. At the same time, functional theories leave too much to chance, requiring that input 
from each language conform to interactive and cognitive needs that are the basis for the 
extraction of linguistic principles.” (Bialystok 2001: 88). 
 
The  traditional  dichotomy is,  therefore,  rather  unnecessary.  It  is  now known there  are  many 
different factors involved in the process of language acquisition. 
 
Within the framework of this study, I consider the process of language acquisition to be a blend 
between these above mentioned theories. Therefore, the theoretical approach of this study 
includes the morphological aspect, as I believe inflection is one of the features of the language 
that develops and is controlled by our innate ability to learn a language. In addition, I review 
the language learning context and what effects it has on the course of the acquisition, as 
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acquiring a language is also a social process. Finally, I assume age to be a very relevant factor 
in the process of language acquisition, so I discuss its meaning for this study and what part it 
plays in language acquisition. 
 
I will begin with morphology, which is the study of morphemes,  i.e.  the  minimal  units  of  
meaning in a language. The morphemes of a language are divided into derivational and 
inflectional ones. Whereas inflectional morphemes have a grammatical function, derivational 
morphemes do not: they are simply affixes that are used to create new words in different lexical 
categories. There are only a handful of inflectional morphemes and a plethora of derivational 
ones in the English language. In the following sections, the main aspects of English derivational 
and inflectional morphology will be briefly explained, concentrating more on the latter as it is 
the main focus of the study. 
 
2.1. English Derivational Morphology 
 
“The term 'derivation' is used for all aspects of word-structure involving affixation that is not 
inflectional” (Carstairs-McCarthy 2002: 44). Derivation means that new words can be 
introduced into the language through affixation, for instance, careful, unimportant, impossibly 
and so on have been introduced to the language through derivation. Both prefixes and suffixes 
are used in English and although no infixes (affixes inside a word) are used, English is, in fact, 
very versatile in its derivational morphology. There are several different derivational affixes of 
which the most productive ones can be said to be the following four: –ly, un–, –ness and –ing 
(Carstairs-McCarthy 2002: 56). 
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2.2. English Inflectional Morphology 
 
Unlike derivational morphology, the English inflectional system is very limited and simple. 
English has eight inflections of which all are suffixes (Yule 2006: 64–5). Inflections in a 
language mark the grammatical function of a word, and unlike in derivation, there is no change 
in the lexical category of the word (ibid.). For nouns, there are two inflectional categories in 
English: number and case (Booij 2005: 125). There is only one category for the adjectives in 
English and that is degree (op.cit.: 101). In addition, in English verbal inflection three categories 
can be found: tense, person and aspect (op.cit.: 133–6; Carstairs-McCarthy 2002: 39). All the 
inflections found in English can be seen in Table 2.1 below. 
 
Table 2.1. English inflections. 
Nouns Adjectives Verbs 
Plural –s Comparative –er Third person singular –s 
Possessive –'s or –'  
(after a regular plural) 
Superlative –est Progressive marker –ing 
  Regular past tense and 
past participle marker –ed 
 (Yule 2006: 65) 
 
There are also irregular inflections in English both in nouns and verbs, appearing in the plural 
and the past tense inflections (Yule 2006: 67). For example, the plural of tooth is teeth and the 
past tense of write is wrote. In these irregularities the change can occur in the root of the word 
itself, with an internal vowel change or through suppletion, rather than through inflection and 
an added suffix (Carstairs-McCarthy 2002: 32–3). Sometimes, in words such as deer whose 
plural is deer, no change happens at all, which is called a zero-morph (Yule 2006: 67). It should 
be noted that although English inflectional system is fairly simple, it is more meaningful for 
this study to concentrate on inflectional rather than derivational morphology. This is due to the 
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fact mentioned before that inflections have a grammatical function while derivations do not, 
and the study is concerned with children's development of grammar in second language 
acquisition. If there is an innate grammatical system that affects second language acquisition, 
the signs of it will be present in the grammar of the children's interlanguage, and that is what 
this study is interested in. 
 
2.3. Second Language Acquisition 
 
Second language research has come a long way since the behaviourist approach in the 1950s. 
In the early days of second language research, second language learning was tightly bound with 
first language acquisition. Today they are considered two separate processes, although even in 
the light of current research some aspects do seem to be shared. From the 1980s onwards, 
cognitive psychology replaced the structuralist approach in second language research and only 
about a decade later came the sociolinguistic approach that tied the language learning process 
to social interaction (Arnfast 2010: 419–20). Today, researchers concur that second language 
acquisition is a complex process, which deserves to be studied on its own, and various different 
factors, such as the mother tongue, motivation, language aptitude and so on, affect the process 
of learning a new language. Keeping these different factors in mind, we will discuss a few 
aspects of second language learning in this section that bear relevance to this study. In addition, 
some previous studies on second language acquisition will be mentioned. 
 
2.3.1. Language Acquisition and Language Learning 
 
Before we continue further, it is necessary to explain briefly the difference made between 
second language and foreign language in this study. In this study second language refers to a 
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language that is acquired in an implicit manner, and contrastively, foreign language refers to a 
language that is explicitly and consciously learned. The learning context is considered one of 
the factors that differentiates second language acquisition from foreign language learning in 
this study. The subject groups in this study are considered as follows: There is a group of 
children that are clearly second language learners, another group who only take part in explicit 
foreign language teaching in a classroom setting, and further a third group that has a mixture of 
naturalistic second language acquisition and formal foreign language learning. Therefore, it is 
believed that the differences between these three groups from three different learning contexts 
will be visible in the data. 
 
As this study is especially concerned with child second language acquisition and its processes, 
it is also necessary to dictate a difference between language acquisition and learning. 
Commonly in linguistic research, a clear difference has been made between acquiring and 
learning a language. The differentiation was created by Krashen (1983: 26–7), who called it the 
Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis, which claims that a competence in a second language 
develops in two distinct ways. Acquisition of a language occurs when we are exposed to a fair 
amount of input and unconsciously attain the rules of the language (ibid.).  We, for example,  
acquire our mother tongue. Krashen (1983: 26) considers acquisition of language to be the 
“natural” way to develop language, “by using language for real communication”. Learning a 
language, on the other hand, refers to classroom situations where the learners consciously study 
the structures and the use of the language in order to learn it (ibid.). We do not only acquire our 
mother tongues, but a second language can also be acquired if the situation is optimal. In many 
cases children are often language acquirers rather than learners (ibid.). Acquisition usually 
occurs when a person regularly receives a fair amount of input in the second language and has 
the chance to use it themselves in real communicative situations (sections 2.3.3 and 2.3.4 will 
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discuss the importance of input and the learning context in second language acquisition more 
extensively). 
 
This study concentrates on the differences between second language acquisition and learning, 
as they are believed to be the processes that occur in the three different language learning 
contexts that are subject to this study. Two of the subject groups make use of teaching the 
language by integrating it into the daily lives of the children in order to facilitate the best 
possible implicit language learning situation, and one of these groups also offers formal 
language teaching to support the children's language learning. Meanwhile, the third group is 
solely dependent on formal foreign language teaching. The language learning environment of 
the two language immersion groups differs from a normal classroom environment by 
surrounding the children with the language and exposing them to implicit knowledge, which is 
what is thought to make a difference in the learning process. We will take a closer look at the 
differences between implicitly and explicitly acquired knowledge next. 
 
2.3.2. Implicit and Explicit Learning 
 
In addition to the previous definitions of language acquisition and learning, a distinction must 
be made between implicit and explicit learning, as well as implicit and explicit knowledge and 
memory. Järvinen (1999: 38) refers to implicit knowledge as the linguistic knowledge that is 
acquired through intensive input, usually in a naturalistic environment, and without providing 
any formal instruction and rules for the language. Implicit knowledge is therefore knowledge 
that we might not consciously realise we have acquired, or that it affects our thinking (Williams 
2009: 319). In contrast, “Explicit knowledge is knowledge that we know that we know” (Dienes 
& Perner 1999, cited in Williams 2009: 319). In other words, it refers to the linguistic 
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knowledge that is learned in an instructed environment (Järvinen 1999: 41–2). In addition, the 
knowledge that is acquired in an implicit way “is represented tacitly and abstractly [in the 
brain], and it is typically not available for conscious inspection” (op.cit.: 39). On the contrary, 
the language that is learned in an explicit way, results in an awareness of the grammar and rules, 
that is, explicit knowledge, of the language. 
 
Sometimes implicit and explicit knowledge are seen as separate types of knowledge that cannot 
mix, that is, explicit cannot become implicit knowledge and vice versa, while there is also 
evidence that these two different types of knowledge do interact with each other to create 
complete linguistic knowledge in the learner's mind (Järvinen 1999: 37–8). Implicit and explicit 
knowledge are stored in different parts of the brain, implicit memory being situated in very 
limited areas of the cerebral cortex, whereas explicit memory is stored “diffusely in the cerebral 
cortex” (Urgesi & Fabbro 2009: 363–4). The implicit memory system is also referred to as the 
procedural memory and the explicit memory system as the declarative memory (ibid.), which 
refers to their different uses. It has been suggested that perhaps explicit instruction for language 
learning does not provide the learner with long-term benefits, unlike implicit learning process 
does (Järvinen 1999: 42). 
 
Järvinen (1999) studied the implicit learning process of children from an English language-
immersed primary school that used CLIL, that is content and language integrated learning. 
This CLIL teaching methodology is based on previous research that has provided evidence that 
language-immersed situations, where the language learning process is mostly implicit, result in 
successful language learning (Järvinen 1999: 10). The subjects of Järvinen's (1999: 11) study 
were students from the university practice school in Turku that took part in this CLIL program 
where about 25% of the teaching occurs in English. As a control group, she studied children 
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who were  studying  English  in  a  primary  school  with  regular  classes  of  English  as  a  foreign  
language (ibid.). Järvinen (1999: 139) found that “the development of the implicit competence 
of the second language is not a gradual one as it seems to be in formal language learning, but 
instead it may contain phases of maturation after which simultaneous emergence of a number 
of developmental features occur.” It seems that the language learning environment has an 
important part to play in the process of second language acquisition, so we will examine this 
more closely in the next section. 
 
2.3.3. The Language Learning Context 
 
When studying implicit language learning, or acquisition, in many cases the one factor that is 
taken into account is the learning context, or environment. There have been mixed results on 
the differences between learning in a naturalistic or a classroom environment (Muñoz 2006: 
111–2), but in this study the language learning context is thought to be one of the key factors 
that affects the process of language learning. The study will try to provide evidence that by 
acquiring a language in a linguistically rich environment where the language is constantly in 
use facilitates successful language learning. Therefore, one of the hypotheses of this study 
supposes that the acquisition of inflectional morphology develops differently in the naturalistic 
context with intensive input than in a conventional classroom environment that utilises mostly 
explicit foreign language teaching. 
 
There are studies that have found evidence opposing the hypothesis of this study. Muñoz (2006: 
123), for instance, found that the proficiency level of the learner affected the accuracy orders 
of second language morphology more than the learning context. Another study on English 
inflectional morphology, more precisely on irregular and regular inflections in native and non-
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native speakers of English, by Murphy (2000: 94–113) also gave results that the learning 
context had no effect on the speakers' way to over-generalise the English past tense. 
 
Although there are opposing views, such as those mentioned above, there still seems to be a 
very strong view among second language researchers – which is also supported by results from 
various studies – that the learning environment does affect the learning process (e.g. Murphy 
2000: 15, Ioup 2005: 420). For instance, in a study by Portin et al. (2007, cited in Gor and Cook 
2010: 92–5), Hungarian learners of Swedish learning the language “with mostly oral input” in 
a language-immersed situation preferred to decompose their verbs, while Finnish learners of 
Swedish who learned the language in a classroom environment, “with intensive visual input” 
(Gor & Cook 2010: 93), preferred to use whole-word access in their processing of verbal 
morphology. The results indicate that the learning context can truly affect the way we store the 
knowledge we receive. 
 
Furthermore, in the field of morphological studies on second language acquisition, Dyson 
(2009) studied the development of morphosyntax in two Mandarin second language learners of 
English, aged 12 and 13 years at the beginning of the study, learning the language in a classroom 
environment. His study was based on Pienemann's Processability Theory, which claims that the 
driving force of second language development is morphology (Dyson 2009: 356). However, 
Dyson gained evidence both against and in favour of the Processability Theory, as one of the 
informants acquired syntax before morphology while the other acquired them the other way 
(ibid.). This led Dyson to suggest that it is due to the learners' different developmental styles 
(2009: 372). In his view there are grammatical learners, who tend to acquire grammatical 
morphology first and lexical/syntactic learners, who resort to learning the lexicon or syntax first 
(op.cit.: 362). In addition to the differences in the learners' developmental styles, it could be 
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argued that the learning environment also has an effect on the learner's tendency to lean towards 
morphology or syntax as the driving force of their learning process. I will elaborate on this. 
 
If a language is learned in a context which concentrates mainly on communication, it could be 
argued the driving force of learning would be lexicon or syntax. The reason for this is that in 
these situations the knowledge of the lexicon and the syntax of the language offer more support 
to spontaneous and quick production of the language than knowledge of the morphology. In 
contrast, morphology could be a driving force of learning in contexts where the emphasis was 
on explicit learning of the language. This would explain why learners in communicative 
contexts tend to make errors in their morphology of the language. In other words, their 
knowledge of the morphological constituents of the language would be attained in an implicit 
manner, throughout the extensive input and spontaneous use of the language. However, many 
times the difference between learning contexts is not as straightforward and many different 
types of learning strategies are available to the learner in one context. 
 
Krashen (1981: 47) differentiates between exposure-type and intake-type informal learning 
environments where the latter one provides the learner with more “true input” which the learner 
can use to her/his advantage and “accomplish both learning and acquisition simultaneously.” 
Krashen (ibid.) suggests that classroom environments could serve possibly as both, “intake” 
and formal linguistic environments, but emphasises that the learner's “active involvement is 
necessary for acquisition to take place” and simple exposure to the language may not result in 
the best possible outcome. Conclusively, in the case of the subject groups in this study, we can 
classify group 1's learning environment to be the exposure-type, while group 2's environment 
is definitely an intake-type of a context, because they have formal language lessons as well as 
immersion. Keeping this in mind, the language learning of group 2 should benefit from 
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exposure, as well as conscious learning, according to Krashen's theory, detailed above. 
 
2.3.4. Child Second Language Acquisition 
 
A well-known hypothesis in linguistic research claims that after puberty there is a critical period 
that closes the opportunity to acquire a first language in its complete form (Lenneberg 1967, 
cited in Arnfast 2010: 422). This view was also extended to second language learning in earlier 
research, but today the researchers believe that it is indeed possible to acquire a second 
language, up to native-like proficiency, after the supposed “critical period”. However, there is 
the younger the better view which has substantial support from several studies of “naturalistic” 
second language learning from immigration situations (e.g. García 1969, Patkowski 1980, 
Johnson & Newport 1989, mentioned in Singleton 2004: 63–72). 
 
Later studies have contested this view (e.g. Bialystok & Hakuta 1999, Hakuta et al. 2003, 
mentioned in Singleton 2004: 70) and found that there is rather a steady decline in language 
proficiency as the learners' age increases instead of there being a specific point or age in which 
the learners' ability to acquire a language dramatically deteriorates. This suggests there is no 
critical period in second language acquisition, but learning a language simply becomes 
somewhat more challenging as we age. Although in the light of these studies it would seem we 
cannot differentiate between child and adult language learning processes, with this study I hope 
to find evidence on the contrary, to support the view of a critical, or a sensitive, period to 
language acquisition – at least when it comes to acquiring inflections of a language. 
 
Terry Piper's (2001) book And Then There Were Two: Children and Second-Language Learning 
describes child second language acquisition interestingly. Piper (2001: 19–20) makes a clear 
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difference between children learning a second language before entering school, at home or in 
day care, and those who start learning a second language at school, which is also the 
differentiation  that  has  been  made  for  this  study.  However,  from Piper's  (2001:  19)  point  of  
view the different location or the age of the children is not a factor that makes these language 
learning environments different, but rather “it is the quality and the type of language used in 
schools that is fundamentally different from the language of the home”. In other words, he 
believes that the language that we hear at school is not as supportive to our language learning 
process as the language at home or in a day care (ibid.). We can assume that when he refers to 
the language used in a school environment he means the conventional foreign language 
teaching. 
 
According to Piper (2001: 16), the age in which a child begins to learn a second language is not 
relevant when it comes to what he calls home bilingualism and, as long as the exposure to the 
languages happens before school age and both languages continue to be used in the child's life, 
the child will nevertheless develop two functional languages and become bilingual. This is an 
interesting point of view to child second language acquisition. We could argue that, although 
Piper maintains that school environment is what kills the natural language acquisition process 
(ibid.), there are schools today that make use of a more naturalistic, implicit language teaching 
in addition to the explicit language teaching and these contexts can prove to be supportive to 
the development of a second language. 
 
All in all, with many researchers trying to provide us with evidence to contest the popular the 
younger the better view,  it  still  remains  a  popular  view.  There  are  contexts  in  which  second 
language learners seem to excel in language acquisition and there are contexts where learners 
struggle to achieve essential language skills. This study will hopefully provide us with answers 
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to why this may be. In the next section we will see how morphology could help us answer that 
question and why I have chosen, particularly, to study the inflections of English. 
 
2.4. Development of Inflectional Morphology in Second Language Acquisition 
 
In child language, be it first or second, the irregular verb forms tend to be acquired before the 
regular ones. Furthermore, when the regular inflections enter the child's grammar, there appear 
to be some over-generalised forms, that is, the regular inflections are applied for the irregularly 
inflecting verb stems, such as sleeped or seed (instead of slept and saw) (Yule 2006: 155–6). 
This type of over-generalisation occurs less often in adult second language and that could be 
due to the differences in the processing of the language in the brain. Jiang et al. (2011) gained 
evidence in their study that the native language morphology affects the ultimate attainment of 
second language morphology in adult learners. The evidence suggests there are considerable 
differences in the ways in which children and adults learn to process the minimal units of the 
language, as the adult learners had difficulties in learning to use a certain morpheme if it was 
not present in their mother tongue (Jiang 2011: 956). 
 
A fairly recent study conducted by Blom and Polišenská (2005) on verbal inflection and verb 
placement in language acquisition provided evidence to support claims that child L1 and child 
L2 acquisition processes have similarities and that child L2 and adult L2 acquisition processes 
differ remarkably. There were three groups of different learners included in the study: child L1 
learners, child L2 learners and adult L2 learners, of which all had had a comparable learning 
period of 2 to 3 years (op.cit.: 2), which is also the case of the subjects of this study, only their 
learning period is 3 to 4 years. Their study concentrated especially on the development of the 
learners rather than the end-state, because they assumed that “different type of errors reflect 
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different learning strategies” (op.cit.: 1). The results of their study showed partial evidence that 
the  age  of  the  learners  affects  their  morphology (op.cit.:  7).  Blom and Polišenská  (2005:  7)  
conclude that perhaps it is not simply morphology in general, but rather certain subclasses of it 
that are affected by the learner's age. This is why in this study I have decided to concentrate on 
the inflectional morphology of the child learners, to see if there are signs of the age effects on 
its development. 
 
Gor and Cook (2010: 90–1) introduce to their study the rules and probabilities model previously 
presented by Gor (2003, 2004, cited in Gor & Cook 2010). This model presents a view that in 
inflectionally rich languages the morphological processing is not only rule-governed, but it is 
also gained through frequent input and other linguistic experience the learner may have (ibid.). 
They decided to study Russian, as it is very rich in its verbal inflection, unlike English. The 
subjects of the study were early heritage speakers, who acquired the language at home in a 
naturalistic setting, and late L2 learners of Russian, who were taught the language in a formal 
school environment (average age 18.4 years). Differences between the early heritage speakers 
and late L2 learners in how they process inflectional morphology were found. Gor and Cook 
(2010: 119) therefore conclude that “formal schooling with explicit instruction in verb 
conjugation plays an important role in shaping the mechanisms of morphological 
decomposition.” The study brings forth another interesting insight to the development of 
morphology between child and adult second language learners. 
 
There have also been results of a dual-mechanism to morphological processing in the brain 
from  several  studies  in  the  past  (Gor  2010:  3).  “In  general  terms,  this  means  that  the  brain  
processes words through decomposition and by retrieving whole-word forms from memory, 
and both of these systems work side-by-side” (Seppänen 2011: 6). In English verbal inflection, 
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this means that the regularly inflecting verbs have the stem of the word stored in the brain as 
well as the inflection –ed. The stems are applied with the –ed ending when needed, while the 
irregular verbs are stored as whole words (Gor 2010: 4). As mentioned earlier, children tend to 
use irregular verbs before the regular verbs with –ed endings (Yule 2006: 155–6), which 
suggests that their brains learn to decompose the verbs only a little later on in the learning 
process. Often the learners have to first memorise new words as whole stem-clusters in their 
brain before they learn to make use of decomposition. It is mentioned by McDonald (2006, 
cited in Gor 2010: 10) that especially older learners tend to rely on their memory rather than 
decomposition. This is in agreement with my assumption that the morphological processing of 
child second language learners differs from that of adult second language learners. 
 
Weerman et al. (2006) conducted a study on the effects of age on the adjectival inflection of 
Dutch and their study provides evidence to support the view that the acquisition of inflection is 
age-dependent. They had, similarly to this study, three subject groups: L1 learners, child L2 
learners and adult L2 learners of English. Their results were in consonance with previous 
studies on pidginisation and creolisation, which show that there appears to be loss, or at least 
simplification, of inflection (i.e. deflection) in the language of L2 learners, whereas the 
acquisition of the mother tongue (L1) is acquired by using a different strategy and L1 speakers 
acquire the inflection in full and much quicker than L 2 learners (2006: 30–32). In addition, the 
group of child L2 learners' route of acquisition was more in line with that by the L1 learners 
than adult L2 learners, which suggests that age is a crucial factor in the acquisition of 
inflectional properties of language. 
 
Weerman et al. (2006: 28) argue that children use a learning strategy ”that allows the child to 
make oppositions between marked and unmarked (i.e. default) forms […] The procedure is 
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applied until all forms are analysed.” Moreover, they claim that adult L2 learners do not apply 
the same strategy but rather ”if learners have no idea how the inflectional system works, they 
may be tempted to simply not use inflection altogether” (op.cit.: 29). The child L2 learners in 
their view have an access to this learning strategy too late and therefore cannot complete their 
acquisition of all the inflections perfectly (op.cit.: 29–30). The results of their study pose the 
same viewpoint that is presented in this study. The claim is that morphological inflection takes 
a different route at different age groups and it is apparent in over-generalisations and other 
strategies used by the learners. 
 
As discussed above, there are studies that suggest age has an effect on the development of 
morphology (see e.g. Blom & Polišenská 2005, Gor & Cook 2010) and researchers that have 
found evidence that the learning context can also have an immense effect (see e.g. Järvinen 
1999). However, we have to bear in mind that there are also opposing views to these (see e.g. 
Muñoz 2006, Murphy 2000) and that there are obviously other factors that affect the process of 
language learning. All language learning progresses in an individual manner and personal traits 
such as a motivation to learn, an aptitude for languages or learning strategies have an effect on 
the end-result of the learning process. Therefore, the learners that were chosen for this study 
are in many ways similar and their main differences lie in their age and their learning contexts. 
It may well be that these two factors may actually have an effect on certain personal traits 
mentioned. The right learning context, for example, may improve the learner’s motivation. 
Moreover, it can be argued that younger learners are more apt to language learning than adult 
learners, and so on. 
 
Urgesi and Fabbro (2009: 365) state that “age and way of acquisition or learning of L2 can […] 
determine a greater or reduced involvement of implicit memory and subcortical structures […] 
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in the organisation of L2 versus L1.” It is clear that these two factors, age and the learning 
context, are hugely important in the development of a second language. For this reason, I have 
chosen to study the two factors and they are the ones I  consider to be the most important in 
second language acquisition. However, as acquiring knowledge implicitly takes longer than 
learning it explicitly, its acquisition is fairly hard to detect through isolated tests (Pica 2009: 
475), which is what most studies on morphological processing have chosen to use. Therefore, 
instead of isolated tests, I have chosen to use an experimental methodology and study 
spontaneously produced language, from which I can identify the needed forms of language for 
the purposes of this study. In the next section, which explains the methodology of this study, I 
will discuss my reasons for this in more detail. 
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3. Methodology 
 
In order to conduct the study on the morphological elements of language in a valid manner, the 
database and the methods for the study have to be established. Although numerous studies have 
been conducted in the past on similar bases, as we noted in the previous chapter, I wanted to 
bring a new approach to the way the data was gathered. Previous researchers have gathered data 
with the help of tests in which the elicited language is isolated from its context and can be said 
to be too artificial. In other words, it only exists for the purposes of the study. Cloze tests are a 
case in point. Interestingly, cloze tests are used in testing learners who have been learning the 
language explicitly in a classroom setting. It is, in fact, common to use cloze tests to assess the 
knowledge of a certain field of grammar that has been previously introduced and learned in 
class. However, it can be argued that the use of cloze tests to assess implicit knowledge of 
language is somewhat questionable. Language exists in a social context and its sole purpose is 
to be a tool for communication, so to study parts of language in such isolation removes that 
crucial part of language use and therefore affects the outcome. 
 
There are data gathering methods available that elicit much more spontaneous language, such 
as story-telling, but even these methods often control the elicitation fairly strictly: for example 
some studies that have used story-telling as a data collection method have done it so that the 
subjects are told a story and shown a related picture, after which the subjects are asked to repeat 
the story in their own words with the help of the picture. There is no room for the subjects' own 
interpretation of the picture and it is not their own story, but a repeated one. Moreover, the 
subjects can simply repeat the things they have heard, for example whole phrases, in the same 
form and without making the effort to use their own strategies to tell the story, in which case 
only learning through mimicking is witnessed, not previously acquired knowledge of the 
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language. 
 
In my study I wanted to go even further in order to reach real spontaneous use of language, but 
without having to compromise the validity. For this reason, I used the story-telling method in a 
manner that enabled the elicited language to be as naturally produced and spontaneous as 
possible. I gathered data with children from two different language-immersion contexts and, 
additionally, with children from a conventional foreign language learning background to use as 
a control group for the two former groups. The two subsequent sections explain in more detail 
the gathering and contents of the database that was collected solely for this study and the 
methodology of the data gathering and of its analysis, respectively. 
 
3.1. Database 
 
The children who took part in this study come from three different language learning contexts. 
I gathered data between 2011 and 2013 from two schools and one kindergarten – Mutalan koulu 
and Kanervalan koulu in Joensuu and The English International Playschool in Tampere. The 
first group of children are 5–6 years old and they have been learning English in an English 
language-immersion playschool where there are native speakers as teachers and English is the 
main language of communication. They take part in kindergarten or preschool classes, 
depending on their age, but the only language-related thing they learn explicitly is the alphabet. 
There is no formal teaching of English beside the alphabet and, although the teachers correct 
the children's language from time to time, they do not teach the use of English language 
formally. Rather, it is learned through everyday play and communication. 
 
The second group of children are 9–10 years old and they have been learning English in a 
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primary school that uses CLIL, that is, Content and Language Integrated Learning, where the 
formal teaching of English begins in the first grade and other school subjects are also taught in 
English, to an extent. Finnish is also used, so that their competence in the second language will 
not affect their understanding of the content of the lesson. The children have two hours a week 
of English classes with formal teaching of English in the first two grades and three hours of 
English classes with formal teaching of English in grades 3 and 4.  Every grade also has one 
hour a week of English Fun with a native speaker. The class teachers are not native speakers of 
English but they use English with the pupils as much as possible. 
 
The third group is brought into the study as a control group, to provide a comparison in the 
learning context to the two groups mentioned above. They are aged between 11 and 12 and are 
in their final year of the Finnish primary school. The children from this group take part in 
conventional foreign language teaching, which is two to four hours a week of formal teaching 
of English, depending on their weekly schedule. No English is used outside these classes within 
the school, nor do the children have any contact with a native speaker within the school 
environment. How much they hear or use English outside the school environment is not known, 
but  is  it  not  known  with  the  two  other  groups  either.  Therefore,  it  is  assumed  there  is  a  
significant difference in the language produced between this third group and the two first ones 
because their language learning contexts differ so much. 
 
The three groups of different aged children were carefully chosen to be able to make a 
comparison between them. All the children had had 3 to 4 years of instruction in their second, 
or foreign, language by the time they were interviewed. The only factors that are different 
between these three groups are age and the learning environment – if we exclude personal traits 
such as motivation or language aptitude, which are difficult factors to eliminate. Age is different 
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along all three groups but they are all young learners who have not yet reached puberty. In 
addition, all language by bilingual children was excluded from the data; the language that is 
analysed in this study is only from children who come from monolingual, Finnish-speaking 
families. With these delimitations for the chosen groups it should be possible to exclude other 
intervening factors and we should be able to make conclusions about how age and learning 
environment may affect the development of inflectional morphology in child second language 
learning. 
 
In this study the concentration is on spoken language, rather than written, because in 
spontaneous, spoken language speakers usually do not over-think the language they use and 
more mistakes occur without the speaker noticing it. In spontaneous speech, communicative 
considerations outweigh grammatical correctness. To have occurrences of these spontaneous 
mistakes in the data is requisite to be able to study the morphological processes. Only through 
analysing what kinds of mistakes the children make it is possible to make any conclusions about 
their language skills and the ways in which their language possibly develops. Therefore, I 
arranged interview-like situations in which the children first told me something about 
themselves and their doings, and then went on to tell a story by using a picture book. The next 
section is concerned with the data collection methods as well as the methodology for the 
analysis. 
 
3.2. Methodology of Data Collection and Analysis 
 
The interviews with the children took place during spring and summer between 2011 and 2013. 
There were 12 kindergarten children aged between 5 and 6, 13 primary school children aged 
between 9 and 10, and 18 primary school children aged between 11 and 12. Before interviewing 
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the children, the parents were notified of the research and asked for their permission for the 
interviews.  Only  the  children  who  were  given  a  permission  to  take  part  in  the  study  were  
interviewed. The children were allowed to take part in the interview with a friend, so in most 
of the situations there were two or three interviewees present, except for a couple of sessions 
with the kindergarten children when everyone was present at the same time and they listened 
to each other telling the story. This was because it was customary for the children to gather in 
the afternoon to listen to a story and I wanted to make use of the familiarity of the atmosphere, 
so that the children would be as encouraged to take part in the study as possible. In addition, 
interviews in pairs were carried out with the kindergarten children during the less busy summer 
period when it was not difficult to arrange a non-threatening interview situation with the 
children. 
 
In each interview a picture book was given to the children to tell the story in their own words 
simply by looking at the pictures. Three books were used in the data collection: The Snowman 
by Raymond Riggs (1978), Crazy Bear by Colin McNaughton (1987) and It's Time to Sleep, 
You Crazy Sheep! By Alison Ritchie and Cornelia Haas (2008). This method was chosen 
because it was thought to be the most appropriate manner to encourage the children to produce 
language on their own, considering their age. A straightforward question-answer type of an 
interview might not have provided me with enough material to work with. In fact, the data 
collection method proved to be very effective in a way that the children seemed to enjoy 
themselves when making up the story. At the beginning of the interview the children were asked 
a few warm-up questions about the past weekend or holiday. This was a good way to have the 
children relax in the situation and also have them use the past tense to tell about their doings. 
After a while of informal chatting I explained that I wanted them to tell me a story from one of 
the books that I had brought along. I let the children choose the book and told them to look at 
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the pictures and tell me the story in their own words. 
 
In the interview situation the children were not explicitly told to tell the story in the past tense, 
but rather this was all implied in the speech of the interviewer. The point of the interview was 
to see whether the children would take notice of this and use their language skills accordingly. 
I usually explained the beginning, or the setting, of the story in simple past tense and before 
and during the story-telling asked questions, such as ”What did he do then?”, ”What happened 
next?”, that needed to be answered in the simple past. I tried to get the children to answer 
automatically in the same tense, because Williams (2009: 324–5) argues that the automaticity 
of brain responses is connected to implicitly learned knowledge. This way the language of the 
children was manipulated to a certain extent and it was implied in which form the story should 
be told to get them to produce the forms needed for the purposes of this study, but it was for 
them to notice that it was the simple past tense forms that were required in the situation. 
 
Of the three books used in data gathering, only one of them was without any text at all: The 
Snowman by Raymond Riggs. The other two had simple sentences and story-lines in addition 
to the big and colourful pictures. I would have preferred to use books that only contained 
pictures and no text, but unfortunately there were not many available that were not too simple 
to be used during the interviews. However, the possibility that the children that already knew 
how to read may use the texts to help them tell the story was taken into account in the interview 
situations and later when counting the instances of different verb forms in the data. At each 
interview I said to the interviewees that they should not read the text and emphasised that 
instead they have to look at the pictures and make up their own story. I also made note every 
time someone clearly read directly from the book and excluded those instances from the data. 
Furthermore, if any of the children simply repeated a simple past verb form that I had just used, 
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I excluded that from the data. This way I can concentrate only on the supposed authentic 
instances of the past simple the children use, only they are included in the data. 
 
In the data collection books there are stories in which the most commonly used, and irregularly 
inflected, verbs occur frequently. The books were chosen precisely by what the characters do 
in the pictures and what verbs a speaker may have to use to tell a story based on the pictures. 
The idea is that some of the irregular inflections will be more familiar to the children and others 
perhaps will not be so familiar, in which case the children may try to use certain strategies to 
form a past tense inflection. It can be argued, for example, that the verb to be and its irregular 
inflection is something all the children use daily, but perhaps the simple past inflection of verbs 
such as to fly (flew) and to dig (dug) have not yet entered their vocabulary or linguistic 
knowledge. Verbs appearing in the story books that require an irregular inflection include, for 
example, run, go, sleep, wake up, fly, drive, dig, find, be, come, give, take, make, do, see, have 
etc. In addition, plenty of regularly inflecting verbs are present in the books, such as, jump, talk, 
play, wash, show, kiss, look, climb, open, close, say, dance etc. Most of the actions are somehow 
related to everyday lives of the children as they are children's story books. 
 
After the interviews were completed, the recordings of the children's speech were transcribed. 
The transcriptions of the interviews are numbered as group 1 (3 939 words), group 2 (2 724 
words) and group 3 (1 284 words), in which group 1 includes the 5–6-year-old kindergarten 
children, group 2 includes the 9–10-year-old CLIL school children and group 3 includes the 
11–12-year-old primary school children, that is, the control group. The reason the number of 
words are so different in each group is because some children were more talkative than others. 
The kindergarten children, for example, were very enthusiastic to tell the story and they told it 
with plenty of detail, whereas the children from the control group found it hard to tell a story in 
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their own words and, even after plenty of encouraging questions, their replies were two or three-
word phrases. Although roughly the same amount of time was spent for each interview, some 
interviews provided more fruitful data than others because of the differences in the proficiency 
of the children and their courage to tell the story. In addition, individual differences appeared 
within all groups. That is to say, it cannot be generalised that all of the children from group 1 
were  talkative  or  all  of  the  children  in  group 3 produced only simple phrasal structures. 
Therefore, in this study the differences are studied and evaluated on a group level, rather than 
focusing on differences on an individual level, so as to discover whether the age or the learning 
context may have an effect on the development of language knowledge. A one-page excerpt 
from each group can be found in the appendices. 
 
After establishing the database for the study, a categorisation needed to be created for the 
different instances of the simple past tense that I intend to discover in my data. These categories 
are created on the basis of the knowledge that young learners use different strategies to form 
the  English  simple  past  if  they  are  not  familiar  with  the  inflection  or  knowledge  of  it  is  not  
available to them in the spontaneity of the moment. Knowing this, I also expect to find several 
incorrectly inflected verbs in the database which will help me to examine the children's way of 
processing the morphological components. There are eleven categories altogether, of which the 
first three are correctly inflected in the past tense and the rest are other inflections (e.g. present 
tense) or incorrectly formed instances of the past tense. All the categories are explained in more 
detail below. 
 
1. Regular simple past tense – The instances of regularly inflecting verbs in the simple 
past tense that occur in their correct form. 
 Example 1: We played and something like that 
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2. Irregular simple past tense – The instances of irregularly inflecting verbs in the simple 
past tense that occur in their correct form. 
 Example 2: Then he went out over there to look 
3. Past progressive tense – The instances of verbs in the past progressive tense that occur 
in their correct form. 
 Example 3: she was rolling a ball 
4. Present tense – The instances of the correctly inflected forms of the present tense 
occurring where a simple past tense form is required. 
 Example 4: he goes inside and he drinks tea 
5. Present progressive tense – The instances of the correctly inflected forms of the 
present progressive tense occurring where a simple or progressive past tense form is 
required. 
 Example 5: He's drawing a map 
6. Incorrect present tense – The instances of the present tense that lack subject-verb 
concordance in third person singular occurring where a simple past tense form is 
required. 
 Example 6: *He take the barrel 
7. Incorrect present progressive – The instances of the progressive present tense which 
lack the auxiliary verb occurring where a simple past tense form is required. 
 Example 7: *his mother and father watching TV 
8. Over-generalisation – The instances of over-generalisations of an –ed ending 
occurring where an irregular simple past tense inflection is required. 
 Example 8: *and then he putted the hat on 
9. Dummy auxiliary + present tense – The instances of the auxiliary do in the past tense 
form did in front of a verb that is in the present tense occurring where a simple past 
tense inflection is required. 
 Example 9: *the boy did wake up 
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10. Dummy auxiliary + simple past tense – The instances of the auxiliary do in the past 
tense form did in front of a verb that is in the simple past tense occurring where a 
simple past tense inflection is required. 
 Example 10: *He did found cat statue 
11. Miscellaneous – This category contains all the other, less recurrent forms that are used 
instead of the required past tense forms. 
 Example 11: *He's wake up and look out the window 
 
This categorisation is used to present all of the different ways in which the children intend to 
convey meaning of the simple past tense. The categories from 4 to 11 are described as 
“incorrect” because, although some of the instances are grammatically correct in their 
inflection, all of them are incorrect in the sense that they do not express the past tense, which 
was the inflection that the children were expected and supposed to use in the interview 
situations. Through these incorrect inflections it is possible to determine how the groups differ 
from each other in their developmental stage and in the way they process the language. In the 
next chapter I will present the number of instances per each category and explain the findings. 
In addition, a statistical analysis will be applied and the results will be discussed in detail. 
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4. Results and Discussion 
 
The database was examined for the number of instances of the correctly inflected simple past 
tense and also for the instances of incorrect inflection of the verbs mentioned above. All the 
instances counted for each group are presented in the tables below. The raw data can be found 
in the appendices. 
 
Table 4.1. Instances of the correctly uttered simple past tense inflections, per 1,000 words. 
Group (words) Regular past tense Irregular past tense Past progressive Total 
Group 1 (3 939) 20.05 51.28 3.81 75.14 
Group 2 (2 724) 3.30 8.81 5.87 17.98 
Group 3 (1 284) 1.56 12.46 0.00 14.02 
 
Table 4.2. Instances of the incorrectly uttered inflections, per 1,000 words. 
Group Present 
tense 
Present 
progr. 
Incorrect 
present 
tense 
Incorrect 
present 
progr. 
Over-
gener. 
Dummy 
aux + 
present 
Dummy 
aux + 
past 
Misc Total 
Group 1 6.85 3.05 10.15 1.52 5.08 13.71 0.76 2.03 43.15 
Group 2 41.48 7.34 64.97 9.91 2.57 2.20 0.73 5.87 135.09 
Group 3 47.51 9.35 43.61 34.27 0.00 0.00 0.00 6.23 140.97 
 
All of the instances are presented in the tables above in a normalised form, per 1,000 words per 
each category. The language used in each group is quite different in comparison to each other. 
This is apparent, for example, in the differences in the total number of inflections. These 
numbers already indicate that there are differences between the groups in their knowledge about 
the inflections of language, especially between the language-users of group 1 when compared 
with group 2 and group 3. The difference is slightly less obvious between group 2 and group 3, 
but there seems to be some difference there, nevertheless. In order to draw valid conclusions 
from these results and discover whether the differences have a statistical significance, a 
statistical analysis of the results is discussed next. 
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The main result of the correct instances of the simple past (categories 1 to 3) is that the 
differences between all three groups are very highly significant1. Only when group 1 and 3 are 
examined together in their use of the correct inflections is there no significant difference found, 
which is unexpected. This may be due to a low number of instances in group 3. In the case of 
the incorrect inflections (categories 4 to 10), the differences between the groups are very highly 
significant. The fact that there is such a high, statistically significant difference between all of 
the categories and groups validates the data used in the study. When only the totals of correctly 
(categories 1 to 3) and incorrectly (categories 4 to 10) inflected verb forms are examined more 
closely, there is a difference of a very high significance between the totals of group 1 and group 
2 and, furthermore, the difference is very highly significant between the totals of group 1 and 
group 3. However, no statistical significance was found between the totals of groups 2 and 3, 
they seem to behave in the same manner. This is illustrated in Figure 4.1 below. This indicates 
that the overall data of group 1 differs significantly from that of groups 2 and 3. 
 
Figure 4.1. The totals of correct and incorrect instances of the simple past tense. 
 
When examining the correct and incorrect utterances of the present tense and the present 
progressive used instead of the simple past – categories 4 to 7 – the differences between all 
                                                
1  Unless otherwise stated, all values refer to Chi² Analysis with Yates' correction, where p<0.05 is 
significant, p<0.01 is highly significant, and p<0.001 is very highly significant. 
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groups and categories are very highly significant. Closer examination reveals that only groups 
2 and 3 differ significantly from each other when the correct and incorrect inflections of the 
present tense – categories 4 and 6 – are compared. Interestingly, when the correct and incorrect 
inflections of the progressive present – categories 5 and 7 – are compared, the difference 
between group 1 and group 3 is very highly significant and between groups 2 and 3 it is 
significant, which shows that group 3 differs from the rest of the two with a statistical 
significance when it comes to the correct use of the present progressive. 
 
Furthermore, when all of the different uses of the progressive tense – that is correctly inflected 
past and present (categories 3 and 5, respectively) and incorrectly inflected present progressive 
(category 7) – are under examination, the differences between all of the categories and all three 
groups are very highly significant. This is illustrated in Figure 4.2 below. When groups 1 and 2 
are examined only in their use of past and present progressive (categories 3 and 5) can no 
significant difference be found. This suggests group 3 differs from the other two groups in their 
knowledge of the correct use of the progressive tense, both in the present and the past tense 
inflections. It seems that the children from group 3 especially differ from the other two groups 
in their knowledge of the use of the progressive in the past tense. 
 
 
Figure 4.2. The different instances of the progressive tense. 
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In both, group 1 and group 2, there are instances from the categories that will be referred to as 
the strategy categories henceforth. They are the categories from 8 to 10, which include the over-
generalised inflections and the use of the dummy auxiliary did in front of a present or a past 
tense inflection. These incorrect inflections are interpreted as strategies used by the children to 
form the simple past tense where it is needed but for one reason or another is not available to 
the speaker to be uttered in the situation. Only in group 3 are there no instances of over-
generalised inflections or the use of dummy auxiliaries to form the past tense, whereas they 
occur very regularly in the speech of group 1 and are also used to an extent by group 2. 
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Figure 4.3. The strategy categories. 
 
When the numbers of the three categories are examined so that the instances from both of the 
two dummy auxiliary categories are combined to a single unit, a statistical difference between 
group 1 and group 3 is found to be very highly significant as well as between group 2 and group 
3. No statistically significant differences can be found between groups 1 and 2 in this context 
of strategy use, as the two groups seem to behave in the same manner. As there are no instances 
of over-generalisations or the use of dummy auxiliary did to form the simple past tense in group 
3, while they appear both in group 1 and group 2, it can be can argued that speakers in group 3 
are less inventive with their language and use less strategies in order to form the simple past 
tense. This indicates support for the learning context hypothesis. 
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Because there are less than two instances of regular simple past tense inflections per 1,000 
words (see table 3.1.) used in group 3, this may have resulted in the fact that there are no over-
generalised forms either, because the speakers may not be that familiar with the –ed inflection 
that is needed to form the English simple past tense. Furthermore, there are more instances of 
the present tense being used where the simple past is required by groups 2 and 3, while the least 
present tense forms are used by group 1. Arguably, using the most familiar inflection, the 
present tense, is an easy way to use the language and every learner uses it in their speech every 
now and then instead of using the simple past tense, especially if past tense inflections are not 
that familiar yet or a part of the speaker's spontaneous language use. However, no statistically 
significant difference can be found between these two categories because the instances are so 
few. 
 
When the strategy categories between the three groups are examined, there can be seen a type 
of a continuum from group 1 onto group 2 and further onto group 3. This is illustrated in Figure 
4.4 below. This type of gradual decline in the number of instances of strategy use from group 1 
to group 3 indicates support for the age hypothesis. The children in group 1 are the youngest 
and, therefore, it can be argued that they are more inclined to use these types of strategies than 
the somewhat older children from group 2. As mentioned above, the fact that there are no 
instances of strategy use in the case of the children from group 3 suggests that the learning 
context plays a crucial part in the acquisition of a second language. However, the fact that the 
children from group 3 are the oldest of all the children can also have an effect on the 
development of the morphological structures in the second language. Still, the number of 
instances between groups 1 and 2 are perhaps a clearer indication that age does seem to affect 
the process. 
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Figure 4.4. The continuum from group 1 to 2 and to 3 in the strategy categories. 
 
Although the number of instances per 1,000 words normalises the data and makes the groups 
comparable, it is good to keep in mind that the number of speakers and the amount of words 
uttered per each group differ to a degree. Therefore, it is worth examining the average number 
of instances per speaker per each category as well to see whether the differences between the 
three groups follow the same pattern as discussed above. 
 
Table 4.3. Average number of correct instances per speaker. 
 Regular past tense Irregular past tense Past progressive Total 
group 1 6.58 16.83 1.25 24.66 
group 2 0.69 1.85 1.23 3.77 
group 3 0.11 0.89 0.00 1.00 
 
Table 4.4. Average number of incorrect instances per speaker. 
 Present 
tense 
Present 
progr. 
Incorrect 
present 
tense 
Incorrect 
present 
progr. 
Over-
gener. 
Dummy 
aux + 
present 
Dummy 
aux + 
past 
Misc Total 
group 1 2.25 1.00 3.33 0.50 1.67 4.50 0.25 0.67 14.17 
group 2 8.69 1.54 13.62 2.08 0.54 0.46 0.15 1.23 28.31 
group 3 3.39 0.67 3.11 2.44 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.44 10.05 
 
Applying a statistical analysis to the data above produces a statistically significant difference 
in group 1 versus groups 2 and 3, when the totals are compared. The difference between all of 
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the groups is very highly significant. Only when comparing the total of group 2 to that of group 
3 can no statistical significance be found. This indicates that the younger children, that is group 
1, differ significantly from the older children, groups 2 and 3,  in  their  average  number  of  
instances uttered per speaker. Furthermore, in their use of strategies to form the simple past 
tense, there can be seen clear differences between some of the groups. In this context group 3 
is the distinctive one, producing very highly significant difference to both, group 1 and 2. This 
further provides support to the learning context hypothesis. 
 
In the totals of the correct utterances per speaker, there can be seen a continuum from one group 
to another, which would indicate support for the age hypothesis. Interestingly, group 2 emerges 
as an exception in the total of incorrect instances, having the most per speaker. This could also 
be an indication of the age factor in the development of morphology. The children from groups 
1 and 2 share a similar language integrated learning context but the ones from group 1 are 
clearly younger and have begun learning the language at a younger age than those of group 2. 
There are significantly more correct instances used by group 1 than by group 2 and, vice versa, 
significantly less incorrect instances used by group 1 than by group 2. The one crucial factor 
which distinguishes these two groups is the age of the children and the results indicate that it 
affects the way these children use morphological structures of English. These clear differences 
are presented in the Figure 4.5 below. 
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Figure 4.5. The number of correct utterances per speaker in groups 1 and 2. 
 
All in all, there are statistical differences between all of the three groups but differences also 
occur between the language used by children from language-immersion environments (groups 
1 and 2) and the language used by children from a conventional school setting (group 3). This 
contrast between language learning contexts seems to affirm the learning context hypothesis of 
this study. In addition, in several comparisons between the three groups there seem to be gradual 
increase or decrease in the number of instances, creating continuums from one group to another, 
which may be due gradual differences in age between the groups. In addition to these 
continuums, there are also statistical differences between the two groups of children from the 
language-immersion environments, which could also be due to the difference in age. I will 
discuss these results and all of the above-mentioned differences between the groups in more 
detail in the next sections. 
 
4.1. The Correct Inflections 
 
As was expected, all groups contain instances of correctly inflected irregular verb forms. The 
irregular forms of the simple past are usually picked up by the learner before learning to use the 
–ed ending to form the past tense (Yule 2006: 155). This is partly due to the fact that most 
irregularly inflecting verbs are the most commonly used verbs as well, so it is not a surprise 
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that speakers from all groups are at least somewhat familiar with the irregular inflections. 
Another inflection that learners begin to use at early stages of language learning, even before 
learning to use the past tense inflections, is the progressive present, that is, the –ing inflection 
(ibid.). The slightly incorrect use of the progressive present – that is without the auxiliary verb 
be – proved to be more frequent in group 3 than in groups 1 or 2, which suggests that language 
users in group 3 find the use of the progressive present perhaps easier – like the present tense 
mentioned previously – than the use of the simple past tense inflections, whereas language users 
in groups 1 and 2 may already be more comfortable with the use of the past tense inflections 
and fall back on the use of the progressive present less often. 
 
 
Figure 4.6. The correct instances of past tense (categories 1, 2 and 3). 
 
More or less in all of the groups there appear more irregular simple past inflections than regular 
ones. This is not the case for group 2 to such a large extent as for groups 1 and 3 but it is visible 
nevertheless. This indicates that although they may know the use of certain commonly used 
past tense inflections, their language skills are not sufficient for it to show more constantly in 
their speech. This may be to do with the fact that the children in group 1 are much younger and 
have begun to learn English as a second language at a younger age than the children from groups 
2 and 3. Many of the irregular verbs occurred numerous times in the children's speech and all 
groups had speakers that had a very good command of the most common irregular inflections, 
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such as was/were, went and saw. 
 
Still, many of the verbs used by children from group 3, that are simply left in the present tense 
or used in progressive form, include also irregularly inflecting verbs, which means the speakers' 
command of the simple past tense inflections is not as advanced as that of group 1 and group 
2. Another trait which distinguishes group 3 from groups 1 and 2 is that there are no instances 
of the correctly inflected past progressive in their speech (illustrated in Figure 4.2.). They do 
make use of the progressive in the present tense and also use it incorrectly without the auxiliary 
verb be, so children from group 3 know about the progressive –ing inflection but do not master 
the language enough to use it in the past tense. A prerequisite to learn the use of the past 
progressive would be to know the simple past inflection was/were of be and the -ing inflection 
of the progressive. Groups 1 and 2 seem to have already acquired this inflection and while 
group 3 also seems to fulfil all the prerequisites to be able to use the past progressive as well, 
for one reason or another no instances of its use can be found in the data. I did not enquire from 
the teacher of group 3 whether they have already been taught the past progressive and it could 
be that they had not yet had any instruction in the past progressive which resulted in it not 
appearing in the data. The fact that it did not, could also be an indication that the learning 
context of group 3 does not provide the children with a spontaneous and instinctive skills in the 
language to use the prerequisites they have to form the past progressive, but they would require 
it to be taught explicitly before they were able to use it. However, this is only speculation and 
hard to prove to be true. 
 
Although it was expected for group 3 to act differently from groups 1 and 2 overall, in the case 
of correct inflections it appears that groups 1 and 3 behave somewhat similarly in respect to 
each category, while group 2 is statistically different from both them. Although when the total 
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of correct inflections between groups 1 and 3 are examined, they are significantly different. 
They do have relatively the same divide in the number of instances through the three categories 
while the number of instances between the three correctly inflected categories are spread fairly 
evenly in group 2. This deviation from the hypothesis is hard to explain but it could be due to 
the small number of instances in group 3, especially when compared with the numbers of the 
other two groups, so no statistical significance can be found. 
 
Therefore, the differences between only the totals of the correct and incorrect inflections should 
also be examined because in that case the distinctions between the groups are greater. It was 
established earlier that the differences between all of the groups are statistically significant. In 
this context groups 2 and 3 resemble each other and group 1 stands out of the three. Group 1 
has much more correctly inflected instances and much less incorrectly inflected instances 
compared with the other two groups (illustrated in Figure 4.1.). This suggests that the children 
in group 1 have overall a better command of the simple past tense inflections. The children in 
group 1 are the youngest of the three and they also learn the language in a context that can be 
argued to be the most linguistically rich, so the age and the learning context may both play a 
part in producing such clear results. 
 
All in all, the correctly inflected instances tell us that there are differences between all of the 
three groups and that they all seem to have a decent command of the irregular inflections of the 
simple past, which was expected. The fact that in group 1 there are much more instances of 
each correct inflection compared with groups 2 and 3 suggest overall a better command of the 
language, which is not surprising as they are the group of children that have begun their second 
language learning at the youngest age of all three and their learning environment makes use of 
complete language-immersion. These two factors are indeed considered to make the most 
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visible difference when it comes to acquiring the simple past tense inflections of English. 
However, the fact that group 1 has a good command of the language does not prove anything 
yet. Next, I will concentrate on the incorrectly inflected instances and their meaning to see if 
group 1 continues to be so visibly distinct from the other two groups and why this may be. 
 
4.2. The Incorrect Inflections 
 
As the first thing language learners acquire is the present tense without any inflections, it is not 
surprising that there are so many instances of it in all of the groups. Furthermore, in all groups 
there appear a great number of words that lack the third person singular –s inflection. There are 
more occurrences of these uninflected third person singular mistakes in groups 2 and 3 than 
there are in group 1. It could be the language-immersion environment of group 1 gives them an 
advantage in acquiring these inflections less effortlessly, and in the results it shows as a better 
command of the inflection. However, the children of group 2 also acquire the language in a 
part-immersion environment, so we could argue that the only thing that differentiates group 1 
from the other two is their young age. All groups having roughly the same amount of years in 
learning the second language and only group 1 being kindergarten age as opposed to the other 
two being primary school students, the age seems to give them an advantage. 
 
As was discussed above, in group 3 there were no instances of correctly inflected past 
progressive. When the instances of the progressive present and past are examined only groups 
1 and 2 seem to be alike. This could mean that the language-immersion environment has an 
effect on the acquisition of the inflections. Children from group 3 have no immersion in their 
language teaching and all of the inflections of the language are explicitly learned. In this sense 
it differs a great deal from the other two groups. It can be argued that language learning in an 
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immersion context gives the learner different types of tools to work with the language and its 
use is much more variable in learners from immersion environments. As mentioned above, the 
children of group 3 also have all the prerequisites to use the past progressive but may not have 
done so because they haven't had any instruction on the progressive past. Instead they use a 
great deal of the progressive present in an incorrect manner without the auxiliary be. It could 
be because their learning context lacks input and communication in the second language, the 
children have not developed implicit knowledge of the inflections and cannot therefore “invent” 
or try to form the progressive past on their own without explicit instruction and fall back on the 
use of the progressive form incorrectly. 
 
The most interesting differences between the three groups, however, can be found in the 
strategy categories. There are a few instances of both the over-generalisations and the dummy 
auxiliary use in the language of the children from the language-immersion environments, that 
is, groups 1 and 2, but none in the language of the children from the conventional language 
learning environment, that is, group 3. This is the clearest indication in the data that the children 
from groups 1 and 2 play more with their language and use different strategies to form the past 
tense than children from group 3. The use of over-generalisations has long been established to 
be a common phase in the language acquisition process, especially in first language acquisition 
and child second language acquisition. 
 
However, the use of the dummy auxiliary did is perhaps the most unusual of these incorrect 
inflections. There was no reference found from literature on second language acquisition and 
learning about these types of inflections occurring in any of the developmental stages. Still, the 
use of the dummy auxiliary did also appeared in the speech of another smaller-scale study that 
was previously conducted on a similar topic (Seppänen 2011). The children in the study were 
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reported to use surprisingly often the auxiliary did in front of a verb to express past tense 
(op.cit.: 11). It was thought it was simply a curious error that had spread inside that particular 
kindergarten and that it was probably otherwise not very common in the development of English 
as a second language (op.cit.: 14). However, in the light of the findings of the current study it 
seems it does appear in learner language sometimes. This data shows that it is also present in 
the language of the children who receive formal language teaching as well as being exposed to 
the language in their learning environment, that is, group 2, whereas it does not occur in the 
speech of learners from the setting of conventional foreign language learning, that is, group 3. 
 
The reasons behind the appearance of the auxiliary did in the attempt to form the simple past 
tense were considered in the study by Seppänen (2011: 13–14) as follows: 
First, using an auxiliary verb instead of a suffix or an irregular inflection makes it 
easier to form the past tense. The did-rule can be applied to every verb and no 
inflection is needed, so the children take it as an easy way to form the required tense. 
Second, the children would hear the did auxiliary used perhaps more often than the 
actual inflected past tense forms, because to get the children to communicate the 
teachers ask a lot of questions, such as Where did you go on your holiday?, What did 
you eat? etc. Therefore the children might understand that although the inflected 
forms are used, also the ones formed with the help of an auxiliary are available. In 
addition, in English it is possible to use the do auxiliary to emphasise things, for 
example, Do come in, You did help! etc. 
 
After this speculation on the use of auxiliary did instead of the correct simple past tense 
inflection, the author came to the conclusion that it was a simple mistake started by one child 
and mimicked by others, which led it to spread to a wider use within the kindergarten. In the 
light of the data of the current study, we should note that this is indeed not the case, but perhaps 
those above-mentioned reasons by Seppänen (2011) do affect a language-immersion learner's 
way of using the language and it is simply another strategy, in addition to over-generalisations, 
the learners have created in order to communicate the meaning they intend. 
 
It was expected that there would be a continuum from group 1 to group 2 and to group 3, so 
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that in the strategy categories there would be the most instances in group 1, but in group 2 there 
would be significantly less instances than in group 1 and, contrastively, significantly more 
instances than in group 3, so that group 3 would either have none or only few instances in these 
categories. This would support the view that there is an advantage in beginning to acquire a 
second language at a young age. Although a type of a continuum was found (illustrated in 
Figure 4.4), no statistical differences were discovered between groups 1 and 2, and there were 
no instances in the strategy categories in group 3. Therefore, this rather indicates strongly that 
the learning context plays a crucial part in the development of a second language. Still, there 
are other indications in the data that age affects the development as well. Therefore, before 
discussing the language learning context, I will analyse the results in the next section in regards 
to the question of how age affects the development of a second language based on the results. 
 
4.3. The Effects of Age 
 
The first hypothesis of this study is that the children from group 1 use correct inflections and 
strategies to form the simple past tense more often than the children from group 2, and further 
the children from group 2 use correct inflections and strategies to form the simple past tense 
more often than the children from group 3. This is based on the assumption that the earlier a 
second language is introduced, the more implicit and deeply-rooted language learning is. It is 
thought the age of the children matters and this would be visible in the data. It is commonly 
believed in linguistics that there is a critical, or a sensitive period to acquiring a language fully. 
Some researchers do not comply fully with the critical period hypothesis, but instead concur 
that age does have an effect but rather than happening at a specific age it appears as a steady 
decline (see section 2.3.4. Child Second Language Acquisition). Therefore, it was expected that 
there would appear a continuum between the three groups in their use of strategies, so that the 
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youngest group would use them the most and the oldest the least. This was found to be present 
in the data, as was illustrated above in Figure 4.4. 
 
Surprisingly, the current results would also contrastively indicate that there is indeed a sensitive 
period rather than a steady decline in language acquisition, as group 1 clearly masters all the 
past tense inflections better than the children from groups 2 and 3 (illustrated in Figure 4.1), 
who have begun learning the language after the age of seven. This cannot be solely due to the 
influence of the learning environment, as group 2 have also been learning the second language 
in an immersion context. Another considerable difference between the two immersion groups 
can be found in the number of correct and incorrect instances per speaker (illustrated in Figure 
4.5). 
 
Although the effect  of the age of the learners was expected to show in the strategy use as a 
continuum, as the age hypothesis of this study suggested, it was not expected that there would 
be such a clear difference between the kindergarten children and the primary school children in 
the overall use of the verbal inflections of English. As there have been conflicting results from 
different studies on the topic of the critical period, perhaps it is not that surprising this 
confliction appears in the results of this study as well. It has been studied that different areas of 
language, such as, word order, are learned quicker explicitly and usually by older learners rather 
than younger ones, whereas some features, such as, pronunciation, are better acquired at a 
young age and in an implicit manner (Ellis 1989; 1995 and Young-Scholten 1995, mentioned 
in Järvinen 1999: 44). In the realms of this study it was thought that morphology is one of those 
traits that is better acquired implicitly at a younger age. However, it seems based on the evidence 
found in the data even some morphological features of language cannot be said to be 
straightforwardly affected by the age of the learner. 
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While the evidence of the effects of age on the second language development, even in the light 
of the current data, continue to be perhaps slightly controversial and not that clear-cut, more 
cogent evidence can be found to support the second hypothesis of this study. I will move on to 
discuss the results that support the importance of the learning context to second language 
development in the next section. 
 
4.4. The Effects of the Learning Context 
 
When young children learn a language, whether it is their mother tongue or a second language, 
they play with the language and its rules, in order to see how it works – what is acceptable and 
what is not (Yule 2006: 155). When learning a second language, the younger the language 
learner, the more this type of language play and rule-trying seems to take place. This kind of 
language learning is implicit in nature and although it can be thought that the age of the learner 
is the key to this type of a learning process, in fact the learning environment also seems to play 
a crucial role in it. It is believed implicit language learning provides a learner with a different 
basis than explicit language learning does (see section 2.3.2 Implicit and Explicit Learning). In 
this section, I will explain the differences in the development of morphology between the 
language used by the children who have been learning it in a language-immersion context, 
groups 1 and 2, and the language used by the children who have been learning it in a 
conventional school setting, group 3, and why this matters. It should be remembered that all 
children have studied the language the same amount of years, but the environmental exposure 
has been very different and this reveals itself in the way they use the language they have learned. 
 
It was hypothesised at the beginning of this study that different strategies to form the simple 
past tense, when the inflection is not familiar to the child, occur more often in the speech of the 
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children from groups 1 and 2 than in the speech of the children from group 3, which the results 
confirm. In addition, Yule (2006: 156) suggests that these errors happen because “the child is 
working out how to use the linguistic system while focused on communication and interaction 
rather than correctness.” So, to convey the meaning becomes more important to the speaker 
than having the correct inflection. Indeed, the two groups that have instances of different 
strategical errors are groups 1 and 2, the children who learn English in an immersion 
environment that concentrates on providing the learner with extensive input and every day 
communication in the language. 
 
The over-generalisations, for example, are very common in language acquisition and have been 
proven to be an important part of the process. It has been recorded to occur when children 
acquire their mother tongue. However, as we have seen in the data of these second language 
learners, it seems to occur when the language acquisition process is implicit. Furthermore, the 
use of the dummy auxiliary did that appeared in the data has not been recorded to be a common 
type of error in language acquisition. Perhaps it is typical of second language acquisition and a 
significant part of the learner's interlanguage. Interlanguage is indeed a type of a system that 
has odd structures that do not seem to belong to the learner's mother tongue or the second 
language (Yule 2006: 167). It is simply the learner's way to use strategies to be able to 
communicate in the language with the competence s/he has at the given moment. It is still on 
its way to develop into full competence in the second language. Therefore, these errors in 
inflection found in the data clearly indicate that the children have a desire to communicate their 
meaning and are more focused on that than being aware of the correctness of their language. 
 
The fact that the children of the control group from conventional school learning environment 
were not found to use strategies at all and fell back on the use of the present or the progressive 
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tense very often indicates very clearly that their learning process is significantly different from 
that of the children in immersion environments. It seems their knowledge of the language is 
explicit and, it can be argued based on the data, this type of knowledge of the language does 
not  provide  the  learner  with  flexibility  to  use  the  language.  They  obviously  also  can  
communicate in English just as the language-immersion children can, but their communication 
and use of the language can be said to be less flexible and less inventive when compared with 
the language used by the language-immersion children. 
 
The learning of a language implicitly and explicitly most likely explains the difference between 
the groups that have learned the language in a language-immersion environment and the control 
group. We can assume that the children who have been learning English in language-immersion 
environments have been learning it more implicitly because they are exposed to the language 
and its different forms constantly, whereas the children in the control group use English mostly 
during their English classes and the amount of exposure is lesser and the use of the language 
less communicative, it can be argued. There may be some exposure to the language outside 
school, but this may be the case with all of the children. In any case, it can be argued that the 
amount of exposure for the control group is not comparable to the amount the language-
immersion children have. The use of their language and its morphological inflections tell us 
that the language-immersion children process their language more implicitly than explicitly. If 
I were to ask the kindergarten children how the simple past tense is formed in English, they 
probably would not know the answer, because they have never explicitly learned it. The 
language-immersion primary school children may have some idea as they do receive some 
explicit language teaching as well, but they would still probably continue making the same 
mistakes, which would only gradually fade away from their speech as their language skills 
developed further. However, this would not happen because they consciously decide so, but 
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because they implicitly learn to do so through trial and error and with the help of their learning 
environment. 
 
If we now assume, on the basis of these results, that language learning in a language-immersion 
environment is, in fact, implicit learning, is that to say that it is better than learning a language 
explicitly? Although there is a great difference between the language-immersion groups and the 
control group at the moment of the recordings, the children will continue with their language 
studies and the control group children are as able as the language-immersion children to develop 
comfortable language skills that will enable them to use the language to communicate with 
others – which is the main purpose of learning a language, it could be argued. It would be bold 
to state that implicitly acquired language skills are somehow better that explicitly acquired ones, 
and I would not go as far as that – only as far as stating that implicitly acquired language skills 
may be more useful for the language user in the long term. It certainly seems to be less effortless 
to learn a language in an implicit way. This also means that the use of this implicitly acquired 
knowledge later on is much less effortless. 
 
If we introduce another implicitly acquired phenomenon into the discussion, perhaps it will 
make the point clearer. One such phenomenon, which can be said to be acquired fairly implicitly 
and early on in life, is a person's home culture. We know that culture has elements of certain 
social conventions and customs, in addition to language, which a child acquires fairly implicitly, 
by monitoring her/his surroundings and acquiring the behavioural patterns from her/his family. 
Later  on  in  life  these  conventions  and  customs come to  the  child  as  self-evident  and  do  not  
require any thought when acted on. Only when s/he encounters a new culture where some of 
the behavioural patterns are different,  will  the person have to be aware of them and have to 
explicitly learn the new customs in order to act according to the right cultural conventions in 
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the given situation. 
 
Implicitly acquired knowledge may not, therefore, be any better than explicitly acquired 
knowledge, it is only different. We are very much able to explicitly acquire something and make 
it a part of our existing knowledge about the world, but it takes some effort. We become better 
at it when our brain develops and even explicit knowledge can be used more effortlessly over 
time. Krashen (1983: 26–27) also suggests that adults benefit from implicit language learning, 
or what he calls language acquisition, and that it is “the 'natural' way to develop linguistic 
ability.” So, if it is possible to save time and effort in language learning by doing it the “natural” 
or implicit way, why not do it. 
 
Child second language learners are reported to make numerous mistakes and produce incorrect 
forms, and also that the learning process to acquire good language skills takes more time for 
younger than for older second language learners (Krashen et al. 1979, as cited in Singleton 
1995: 5). Furthermore, it seems to depend a great deal on the learning environment regarding 
how fast and what kind of a process it will be. Muñoz (2000) and Murphy (2006) claim that the 
learning context does not affect the learner's use of morphological inflections. However, with 
the evidence this study has provided, we can claim the learning context significantly affects the 
development morphology. Perhaps the sequence of morphological inflections is the same, 
whatever the learning context, but it does not change the fact that the way those inflections are 
acquired and how that knowledge is stored in our brain depends on the learning environment. 
 
In addition, the motivation to learn a second language in most cases can be said to be integrative 
rather than instrumental, that is, the learner wants to be able to use the language to communicate 
with the people and be part of the social community that share the target language and culture, 
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rather than just learning it to be able to use it for a specific purpose, such as, reading scientific 
publications (Yule 2006: 167–8). Therefore, it can be argued that second language learning 
should try to be made implicit whenever possible because if the learner only has explicit 
knowledge on the language, the communicative aspect may be compromised at the beginning 
of the learning process and could affect the learner's motivation to continue with their studies. 
It can be claimed that the learner does not benefit as much and as early on with explicit learning 
as they might with implicit learning. 
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5. Conclusion 
 
At the beginning of the study I hypothesised that the age of the learner and the context in which 
the language is learned have an effect on how the inflectional morphology is processed by the 
learner. The question of age has always been a difficult one to prove in second language 
development, because although early second language acquisition is a completely different and 
unique process, it still seems to share some of its traits with first language acquisition, which 
has been proven to be age-dependent. For this reason, some of this age-dependency can be 
observed in the second language acquisition process as well, especially at an early age. For this 
reason,  it  is  not  surprising  that  the  results  from  this  study  also  found  indications  of  the  
importance of young age in second language acquisition but could not provide the firmest of 
evidence to support it. 
 
However, the results are fairly indisputable when it comes to the importance of the learning 
context. The second hypothesis of the study predicted that the language-immersion learners 
have a clear advantage in developing their language learning skills over their peers in a 
conventional foreign language learning environment. The results show that strategy use and the 
use of the past progressive is common within the language-immersion groups, whereas they do 
not  occur  at  all  in  the  control  group.  The  communicativeness  and  the  amount  of  input  the  
language-immersion learners receive daily must have a great effect on creating these abilities 
that the control group seem to lack completely at this point of development. 
 
It was exciting to see that the methodology chosen provided such fruitful results in the end. I 
suggest the study be duplicated in order to validate the results even further. It would be 
interesting to see if the results hold with different subject groups from different kindergartens 
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and schools from different cities. There are an increasing number of language-immersion 
kindergartens and primary schools emerging in Finland, so locating more subjects for a follow-
up study would not be difficult. In addition, other languages than English could be studied as 
more and more languages besides English have emerged as good candidates for early second 
languages. Spanish, for example, is gaining popularity in Finland and it is very rich in its 
inflectional morphology, which promises great possibilities in this area of research. It would 
obviously also be advisable to study children that have a different mother tongue to Finnish, as 
it also has an effect on the process. 
 
Furthermore, it would be interesting to see if it made a difference if the interviewees were 
explicitly told to tell the story in the past tense. Then there could be a clear difference between 
those whose learning has been more explicit and those whose learning has been more implicit. 
There could appear a huge shift in numbers for the control group, for example, if the children 
consciously tried to tell the story in the past tense, whereas for the kindergarten children it may 
not make much of a difference. It could be that perhaps the CLIL children would have the most 
occurrences of correct inflections in this type of scenario as they have had formal language 
teaching as well as a lot of exposure to the language in their learning environment. This is all 
speculation, but may not be far from the truth. It would be very interesting to discover if this is 
true in future research on the topic. 
 
In addition to the above-mentioned ideas, further longitudinal research would be recommended 
for this domain to see the developmental processes more clearly and to obtain more evidence 
to support the hypotheses. We can, for now, conclude that a second language develops 
differently depending on the learning context. So, it is important for the learners of a second 
language to hear and use the language in natural situations in order to develop good language 
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skills, and it is a challenge – if not entirely impossible – to create the same atmosphere and 
situations in a classroom environment. Perhaps a big change is needed to make language 
learning more fun and much more effortless in every school. It would not be an ill-advised idea 
to introduce a second language before school as there are indications that it can be an advantage 
and at least there is no evidence to claim that there would be any disadvantages to it. 
 
It should also be kept in mind that it is the combination of many factors that affect the learning 
process and that single factors, such as, age and learning context in this study, on their own 
have some effect but will in no case ruin the process if not optimal. The idea of this study was 
to present evidence and information on what may provide the learner with the best possible 
tools for learning, so that language professionals, such as, teachers can make use of the 
information and help future language learners. 
 
This study has provided us with evidence that learning a language in a language-immersion 
environment at early age can allow the learner to develop a second language in an effortless 
and implicit manner, which can result in very good and long-lasting language skills. One of the 
most profound reasons to study second language acquisition is for it to provide us with better 
tools to develop language teaching in this multilingual world of ours, where knowing just one 
language may not be enough anymore. 
57 
 
References: 
 
Arnfast, J. S. et al. 2010. “Second Language Learning”. International Encyclopedia of 
Education. Copenhagen: Elsevier Ltd, 419–425. 
Bialystok, E. 2001. Bilingualism in Development. Language, Literacy, and Cognition. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Blom, E. & Polišenská, D. 2005. “Verbal inflection and verb placement in first and second 
language acquisition”, Proceedings of the 39th Linguistic Colloquium, Free University 
Amsterdam. 
Booij, G. 2005. The Grammar of Words: An Introduction to Linguistic Morphology. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 
Carstairs-McCarthy, A. 2002. An Introduction to English Morphology. Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
 University Press. 
Dyson, B. 2009. “Processability Theory and the Role of Morphology in English as a Second 
Language Development: a Longitudinal Study”, Second Language Research 25:3, 
355–376. 
Gor, K. 2010. “Introduction. Beyond the Obvious: Do Second Language Learners Process 
Inflectional Morphology?”, Language Learning 60:1, 1–20. 
Gor, K. 2003. Symbolic Rules versus Analogy in the Processing of Complex Verbal 
Morphology. Regards Croisés sur L’Analogie. Revue d’Intelligence Artificielle, 
17(56), 823–840. 
 
 
 
 
58 
 
Gor, K. 2004. The Rules and Probabilities Model of Native and Second Language 
Morphological Processing. In L. Verbitskaya & T. Chernigovskaya (eds), Theoretical 
Problems of Linguistics. Papers dedicated to 140th Anniversary of the Department of 
General Linguistics, St. Petersburg State University (pp. 51–75). St. Petersburg, 
Russia: Philological Faculty of St. Petersburg State University Press. 
Gor, K. & Cook, S. 2010. “Non-native Processing of Verbal Morphology: In Search of 
Regularity”, Language Learning 60:1, 88–126. 
Hinkel, E. (ed.) 2005.  The Handbook of Research in Second Language Teaching and 
Learning. Mahwah (N.J.): Lawrence Erlbaum Associate. 
Hornberger, N. H. & Corson D. (eds), Encyclopedia of Language and Education, volume 8: 
Research Methods in Language and Education. Dordrecht, Boston, London: Kluwer 
Academic Publishers. 
Ioup, G. 2005. “Age in Second Language Development”. In Hinkel, E. (ed.), The Handbook 
of Research in Second Language Teaching and Learning. Mahwah (N.J.): Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associate, 419–435. 
Jiang, N. et al. 2011. “Morphological Congruency and the Acquisition of L2 Morphemes”, 
Language Learning 61:3, 940–967. 
Järvinen, H-M. 1999. Acquisition of English, in Content and Language Integrated Learning at 
Elementary Level in the Finnish Comprehensive School. Turku: Painosalama OY. 
Krashen, S. D. 1981. Second Language Acquisition and Second Language Learning. Oxford: 
Pergamon Press. 
Krashen, S. D. 1983. The Natural Approach. Language Acquisition in the Classroom. Oxford: 
 Pergamon Press Ltd. 
 
 
59 
 
Lakshmanan, U. 2009. “Child Second Language Acquisition”. In Ritchie, W. C. & Bhatia, 
T.K. (eds.), The New Handbook of Second Language Acquisition. Bingley: Emerald 
Group Publishing Limited, 377–399.  
Muñoz, C. (ed.) 2006. Second Language Acquisition 19: Age and Rate of Foreign Language 
Learning. Clevedon, Buffalo, Toronto: Multilingual Matters Ltd. 
Muñoz, C. 2006. “Accuracy Orders, Rate of Learning and Age in Morphological 
Acquisition”. In Muñoz, C. (ed.), Second Language Acquisition 19: Age and Rate of 
Foreign Language Learning. Clevedon, Buffalo, Toronto: Multilingual Matters Ltd, 
107–126. 
Murphy, V.A. 2000. Inflectional Morphology and Second Language Learning Systems: An 
 Investigation of the Dual-mechanism Model and L2 Morphology. PhD thesis. 
Montréal: McGill University, 13–28, 78–113. 
Pica, T. 2009. “Second Language Acquisition in the Instructional Environment”. In Ritchie, 
W.C. & Bhatia, T. K. (eds), The New Handbook of Second Language Acquisition. 
Bingley: Emerald Group Publishing Limited, 473–501. 
Piper, T. 2001. And Then There Were Two: Children and Second-Language Learning. Pippin 
Publishing Corporation. 
Ritchie, W. C. & Bhatia, T. K. (eds). 2009. The New Handbook of Second Language 
Acquisition, Bingley: Emerald Group Publishing Limited. 
Seppänen, H. 2011. English Inflectional Morphology in Child Second Language Acquisition. 
BA Thesis. Joensuu: University of Eastern Finland. 
Singleton, D. 1995. The Age Factor in Second Language Acquisition. A Critical Look at the  
 Critical Period Hypothesis. Clevedon, Philadelphia, Adelaide: Multilingual Matters 
Ltd. 
 
60 
 
Singleton, D. M. & Ryan, L. 2004. Language Acquisition: The Age Factor (2nd edition). 
Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.  
Urgesi, C. & Fabbro, F. 2009. “Neuropsychology of Second Language Acquisition”. In 
Ritchie, W. C. & Bhatia, T. K. (eds), The New Handbook of Second Language 
Acquisition. Bingley: Emerald Group Publishing Limited, 357–376. 
Verhoeven, L. 1997. “Experimental Methods in Researching Language and Education”. In 
Hornberger, N. H. & Corson D. (eds), Encyclopedia of Language and Education, 
volume 8: Research Methods in Language and Education. Dordrecht, Boston, London: 
Kluwer Academic Publishers, 79–87.  
Weerman, F. et al. 2006. “L1 and L2 Acquisition of Dutch Adjectival Inflection”. ACLC 
Working Papers 1. Amsterdam: University of Amsterdam, 5–36. 
Williams, J. N. 2009. “Implicit Learning in Second Language Acquisition”. In Ritchie, W. C. 
& Bhatia, T. K. (eds), The New Handbook of Second Language Acquisition. Bingley: 
Emerald Group Publishing Limited, 319–353. 
Yule, G. 2006. The Study of Language. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
61 
 
APPENDICES 
An excerpt from sample 1: 
 
Then the boy took the ices from there and they and the boy carried them some and gived for 
the snowman of sit. And he said that he can eat those, so the snowman. And then they washed 
the dishes and the snowman said.. bye-bye. No, first this. And then they ate. And .. and then 
they was still eating and then they wash the dishes and the snowman said bye-bye and they 
went the snowman walked. And then they walked outside the, and the snowman ran, then, and 
then he flied with the boy and still flied after. And then they just flied. 
They went to lumiukkomaa. 
I know this story. 
And then they flied to a place. And they, and here is- there they are flying. 
And then they jumped on here. And they looked the and- First, and they looked and the 
snowman pointed to a place and the snowman said oopsy. Then they runned and also flied 
then. And they flieded, flied also back to the boy's place and jumped down. And then they 
walked and hugged and then the snowman said bye-bye and stand. Stand all the night, then 
the boy waved. Ja and the boy then.. and he then went to sleep. But then he couldn't sleep and 
then he sleeped and he couldn't sleep and then he sleep, sleep and, and, like, turned. And then 
turned and he sleep and turned, turned and sleep. And waked up. And runned from the erm.. 
and the- first he wake up and then he'd run and run from the floor and run down the stairs and 
run also to look at the snowman and then he runned away from all sorts and mummy and the 
snowman was melted. 
They went to the party. 
The Santa Claus. 
Yeah. 
I don't know the story. 
They went to lumiukkomaa. 
They went to lumiukkomaa. 
Got into her room. 
Messing everything up and they're ice-skating. 
Skating real nice. 
Drove motorbikes. They went with motorcycles. 
Jumping. 
Trying to fly with the bike. 
Yeah, but he, he even falls on the bed. 
Yeah, because he want to. 
Yeah, but if there's not enough, like, kaasu in the thing. 
But I think- 
What's accelarate? 
But I think the girl was so angry cause- I think the girls was so.. 
No, so, is so upset cause they're doing bikes and it's- 
Yeah. 
Fly. I mean parachute. They parachuted. 
I think they put her outside. Because there is grass and water and boats and the sky. 
Have a dance floor. 
Funny. 
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An excerpt from sample 2: 
 
Err, a boy's sleeping and.. then he's wake up and he's looki- look outside and err.. he's dress up 
and he said mama that she going outside and then she going outside and she runs in the snow 
and then she take snow and make it ball and she.. er.. 
she- he's making snow- she's trying to make a snowman and she err.. get a.. body in the 
snowman shape and going inside and drink.. milk or something and she goes outside again 
and she get it better, the snowman and she make a head in the snowman and she look in that 
and she say that- that's really nice. 
She goes inside and said mama that I- I going- can I get a err hat in the snowman. 
Err.. and mama said yes you can and she's writing the snow and she dress the hat in snowman 
and... er he's take a carrot too and make a nose in snowman and she's- he's er take rocks and 
make a.. 
Yes, and eyes to snowman and she draws he... her.. mouth 
Yeah, mouth. And se looks the snowman. 
Erm.. 
Yes, and they looks the tv and the boy look outside and she see a snowman and then she 
brushing his teeth, tooth, and look the snowman and then she go to bed and look the snowman 
outside and then the mum er.. err.. 
yes. And and the boy sleeping and she wake up in er eleven o'clock in evening and she er 
wake up and she look the snowman outside. 
And she goed back to bed and he's try to sleep but he can't, he dress up and go to stairs and he 
look the snowman in the window and the snowman is smiling. 
Yes. And the snowman's walking.. back to er and she's er he's .. he's .. 
yes, and the boy said that come in. And then they look in the... err.. fire and the snowman's 
like it and then they look tv. And err snowman look the lamp and then it's err.. er.. 
yes. And then the boy say that he can't touch anywhere and he looks the.. er.. flower... er.. 
yes and the boy say that he has to go in the kitchen and then she.. 
yes. And then she switch on the water that... er.. sing and it's- the snowman don't like it. And 
she- he look in the stove and.. um.. he don't like it and she move the... erm... what's this 
yes, washing liquid. And she take it and open it and.. 
yes. And then she tried to play with the pape- paper and she- the boy er.. get er ice.. and they 
eat it and... the snowman look in the carpet and he like it. 
They go into.. they, the boy's er parents' room and the snowman look the tooth- teeths 
and he look the picture in the boy. 
And er he.. umm.. dress the boy's father's er um clothes. 
And she li- he likes it. 
Yes. 
Err.. they go into the boy's room and she lock- he lock the door and they start to playing in the 
board and the snowman err... 
yes, and he start to cry and then the boy start to play that ball and the snowman try too but 
she- he.. err.. 
yeah. And he, he's running again and the boy take a.. 
yes, and er the snowman err... 
yes, he like it and they erm.. taking the middle the floor and they play it.. and they go in er.. 
er.. err.. outside maybe and the boy er see the car and tell the car- snowman and the  
 
 
 
 
63 
 
An excerpt from sample 3: 
 
There is a boy and she sleep. I mean, he. And then he wake up and look out the window. Then 
he put- then her mother said something and he going outside. And he doing the snowman or 
something. And then she- he, he going in the inside and she drink tea and, and then he going 
outside and there is snowman. 
Then he said her mother, I mean his, or her, I don't know, that there is a snowman and he puts 
snowman's head. And er, and she, I mean he, put carrot, carrot in her nose. And then is, there 
is snowman. 
And er.. the, she, I mean he, going in the bed and sleep and in the morning the snowman 
move. And then it's evening and snowman walking in the boy. And the snowman coming in 
the house and there is a fire and snowman don't like it. And the boy, er, and the boy open and 
snowman is, like, what is this and the boy put light on and snowman is like wow and then the 
boy put it off and snowman put it on. And then the snowman look the, er, picture and the boy, 
boy in the, snowman going in the kitchen. 
And the boy, erm... 
Yeah, they- the boy open that water- what is it? 
Yeah. And the snowman put it on- off and boy open it and then snowman and boy going in 
the- what is that? 
Where is that..? 
yeah, in the cooking stove and there is some water, I don't what is- what happen, but there is a 
Fairy and the snowman- 
Yeah, and there is something wet. Then snowman take paper and the boy- boy 
Ice. 
Boy giving the snowman something ice. 
Yes. And the boy open the door that- I don't know what. 
Yes. And the snowman is here like ah. 
Doing something. 
Yeah, doing something. And then boy going in the upside. I don't know where is..? 
Yeah, upstairs. And she open the door and there is- she, I mean he. And there is her- his 
mother and father. And then the snowman look picture with boy. And.. the snowman is, erm... 
Dress up. 
He's dress up a clouth- what is that? 
Clothes. And, and the snowman is coming in skateboarding and then she whoo. 
Yeah, and then there is something, I don't know what it is, but then snowman again what is 
that? 
Yeah. And then the boy put that light on and they are like yeah! 
When that and they going in at the down. 
Yeah and the boy open door and there is car. And the snowman going in this car, and boy too. 
And the snowman, er, put- 
lights on 
yeah, lights on. 
Yes. And then snowman going out and boy too. And they are in, I don't know what is it, 
something big box. 
Ah, ok. And snowman going in here and snowman going out. And then snowman open door 
and going in the, in the. 
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Raw data: 
Table X. Instances of the correctly uttered past tense inflections, raw data. 
 Regular past tense Irregular past tense Past progressive Total 
Group 1 (3 939) 79 202 15 296 
Group 2 (2 724) 9 24 16 49 
Group 3 (1 284) 2 16 0 18 
Total 90 242 31 363 
 
 
Table Y. Instances of the incorrectly uttered past tense inflections, raw data. 
 Present 
tense 
Present 
progr. 
Incorrect 
present 
tense 
Incorrect 
present 
progr. 
Over-
gener. 
Dummy 
aux + 
present 
Dummy 
aux + 
past 
Misc Total 
Group 1 27 12 40 6 20 54 3 8 170 
Group 2 113 20 177 27 7 6 2 16 368 
Group 3 61 12 56 44 0 0 0 8 181 
Total 201 44 273 77 27 60 5 29 719 
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Suomenkielinen tiivistelmä: 
 
Vaikka toisen kielen oppimisen tutkimus on edennyt huimasti viime vuosikymmeninä, on 
edelleen joitakin osa-alueita, joiden merkitystä tai vaikutusta ei ole osattu täysin selittää. Tämä 
tutkielma pyrkii esittämään todisteita oppijoiden nuoren iän sekä oppimisympäristön 
tärkeydestä toisen kielen oppimisprosessille. Tarkoituksena on tuoda esille miten eri-ikäisten ja 
erilaisissa oppimisympäristöissä toista kieltä oppivien lasten kielen kehitys eroaa toisistaan 
morfologisella tasolla, tarkemmin heidän tavassaan käyttää toisen kielen taivutusmorfologiaa. 
Tutkielmasta toivotaan olevan apua kielen ammattilaisille ja englantia toisena tai vieraana 
kielenä opettaville, jotta he voisivat antaa parhaat mahdolliset puitteet tuleville toisen kielen 
oppijoille. 
 
Tutkielman ensimmäinen, oppijan iän merkitystä painottava, hypoteesi on seuraavan lainen: 
ryhmän 1 lapset taivuttavat verbejä useammin oikein ja käyttävät enemmän strategioita 
muodostaakseen imperfektitaivutuksen kuin ryhmän 2 lapset ja, edelleen, ryhmän 2 lapset 
taivuttavat verbejä useammin oikein ja käyttävät enemmän strategioita muodostaakseen 
imperfektitaivutuksen kuin ryhmän 3 lapset. Tämän oletetaan näkyvän lasten eri tavoissa 
taivuttaa verbejä siten, että nuorimmat lapset osaavat taivuttaa eniten oikein ja käyttävät 
erilaisia strategioita hyväkseen, kun eivät osaa taivutusta, kun taas vanhimmat tekevät eniten 
virheitä eivätkä ole yhtä joustavia ja strategioita hyväkseen käyttäviä kuin nuoremmat. 
Tutkielman toinen, oppimisympäristön merkitystä painottava, hypoteesi on seuraavan lainen: 
erilaisten strategioiden käyttöä imperfektin muodostamiseen, kun taivutus ei ole tuttu lapselle, 
ilmenee useammin ryhmien 1 ja 2 lasten puheessa kuin ryhmän 3 lasten puheessa. Strategioiden 
käyttöä taivutusten muodostamiseen oletetaan näkyvän erityisesti kielikylpy-ympäristöissä 
kieltä oppivien lasten kielessä, koska heidän oppimisympäristönsä tukee kielen viestinnällistä 
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puolta, toisin kuin tavallisessa koulussa vieraan kielen oppitunneilla kieltä oppivien lasten 
ympäristö. 
 
Toisen kielen oppimisen teorioissa on perinteisesti ollut vahva kahtiajako. Toisen kielen 
omaksumiseen on joko uskottu vaikuttavan ihmisen geneettinen, sisäinen kyky omaksua kieltä 
kuin kieltä, tai että kieli kehittyy sosiaalisessa kontekstissa ja luonnollisen viestinnän tuotteena. 
Tämän tutkielman ajatuksena on ottaa molemmat näkemykset huomioon: on joitakin kielellisiä 
ominaisuuksia, joita ihmisen geeniperimä säätelee, mutta kieli kehittyy kuitenkin sosiaalisessa 
kontekstissa ja vain ollessaan tarpeeksi alttiina kielellä, voi oppija oppia sen 
kokonaisuudessaan. Tutkielma keskittyy tarkastelemaan taivutusmorfologiaa, koska sen 
uskotaan olevan yksi kielen ominaisuuksista, jonka omaksumiseen vaikuttaa oppijan sisäinen 
kyky omaksua kieliä. Tärkeimpinä tekijöinä taivutusmorfologian omaksumiselle nähdään 
oppijan ikä ja oppimisympäristö, minkä vuoksi ne on valittu tutkimuksen kohteiksi. Englannin 
kielen taivutusmorfologia ei ole kovin mutkikas, mutta sen tutkiminen on merkityksellisempää 
kuin johtamismorfologian, jonka ei nähdä olevan oppijan sisäisen kielenomaksumiskyvyn 
vaikutuksen alainen. Kun toisen kielen kehittyminen on vielä kesken, esiintyy oppijan kielessä 
sellaisia taivutusmuotoja, joista toivotaan näkyvän eri-ikäisten ja eri oppimisympäristöissä 
kieltä oppivien lasten eri tavat prosessoida kieltä. 
 
Tuleekin tehdä ero toisen ja vieraan kielen sekä oppimisen ja omaksumisen välille, sekä lisäksi 
implisiittisen ja eksplisiittisen oppimisen ja tiedon välille. Toisella kielellä tarkoitetaan oppijan 
äidinkielen rinnalla omaksuttavaa kieltä, joka eroaa vieraan kielen oppimisesta siinä, että 
vierasta kieltä opitaan yleensä koulussa vieraan kielen tunneilla eksplisiittisesti, kun taas 
toisella kielellä nähdään olevan isompi rooli oppijan jokapäiväisessä elämässä ja se usein 
omaksutaan implisiittisesti aidoissa, viestinnällisissä arkipäivän tilanteissa. Oppiminen 
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tapahtuu tietoisesti ja päämäärällisesti, kun taas omaksuminen on enemmänkin alitajuntainen 
prosessi, josta oppija ei välttämättä ole laisinkaan tietoinen. Kielen omaksuminen tapahtuu siis 
implisiittisesti ja prosessina se tuottaa implisiittistä tietoa, kun taas kielen oppiminen tapahtuu 
eksplisiittisesti, eli tietoisesti, ja se tuottaa eksplisiittistä tietoa. Implisiittinen ja eksplisiittinen 
tieto varastoituu aivojen eri osiin eri tavoin ja niiden on väitetty pysyvän erillään toisistaan. 
Toisaalta on kuitenkin oletettu, että ne pystyvät kommunikoimaan keskenään ja ajan kuluessa 
eksplisiittisestä tiedosta voi tulla implisiittistä ja toisinpäin. Oppimisympäristön on todistettu 
vaikuttavan osaltaan siihen, rakentuuko tieto implisiittisesti vai eksplisiittisesti. 
 
Oppimisympäristön kokonaisvaikutuksesta toisen kielen oppimiseen on kahdenlaista näyttöä. 
Toisaalta on tehty tutkimuksia, jotka osoittavat oppimisympäristön merkitykset pieniksi tai 
mitättömiksi kielen kehityksen kannalta, ja toisaalta taas jotkin tutkimukset puoltavat 
oppimisympäristön suurta merkitystä kielen kehittymisessä. Etenkin taivutusmorfologiaa 
tutkineiden tutkimusten tulokset ovat ristiriidassa toistensa kanssa. Tämän tutkielma toivotaan 
tuovan selkeyttä asiaan. Iän vaikutuksesta oppimisprosessiin on myös kahta eri näkökantaa 
toisen kielen oppimisen tutkijoiden keskuudessa. Toisaalta uskotaan, että toisen kielen 
oppimiselle on olemassa samanlainen murroskausi kuin äidinkielen omaksumiselle, mutta on 
myös näyttöä, että jopa aikuisiällä toisen kielen oppimisen aloittaneet ovat saavuttaneet saman, 
korkean osaamisen tason kuin lapsena aloittaneet. Sen sijaan, että olisi olemassa tiettyyn ikään 
sidottu murroskausi, joka veisi joidenkin kielen ominaisuuksien oppimisen oppijan 
saavuttamattomiin, oletetaan, että toisen kielen oppiminen käy vain hieman hankalammaksi 
vanhentuessamme. 
 
On kuitenkin olemassa paljon tämän tutkielman kanssa samankaltaisista lähtökohdista tehtyä, 
taivutusmorfologiaan keskittynyttä ja oppijoiden iän ja oppimisympäristön merkitystä 
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tarkastelevia tutkimuksia, jotka ovat löytäneet näyttöä siitä, että nämä kaksi tekijää vaikuttavat 
suuresti oppijoiden toisen kielen kehitykseen, joten on syytä pyrkiä edelleen todistamaan niiden 
merkitys. Tätä tutkielmaa varten valittiin hieman kokeellinen aineistonkeruutapa. Se eroaa 
yleisesti vastaavanlaisissa tutkimuksessa käytetyistä metodeista siten, että yleensä tutkijat 
testaavat oppijoita kielen käytössä erillään kielen normaalista ympäristöstä ja erottavat siitä 
täysin sen viestinnällisen puolen. Jotkin tutkijat ovat käyttäneet tarinankerrontaa aineiston 
keruussa, mutta tällöinkin tutkittavien kielenkäyttöä on pyritty jollain tapaa rajoittamaan eikä 
täysin spontaanille, itse tuotetulle kielelle ole annettu tarpeeksi tilaa. Tässä tutkielmassa 
haluttiin nauhoittaa aitoa ja spontaania kielenkäyttöä, jotta kerätty aineisto vastaisi 
mahdollisimman hyvin oppijoiden kielellistä kompetenssia ja siinä näkyisi heidän vielä 
kehittyvässä vaiheessa olevan kielensä osaset. 
 
Tutkittaviksi valittiin lapsia kolmesta eri ikäryhmästä ja oppimisympäristöstä. Ensimmäinen 
ryhmä on 5–6-vuotiaita tarhaikäisiä lapsia (12 lasta), jotka ovat oppineet englantia 
päiväkodissa, missä käytetään vain englantia jokapäiväisenä viestinnän kielenä. Päiväkodin 
henkilökunta puhuu englantia äidinkielenään. Vaikka henkilökunta joskus korjaa lapsia heidän 
kielenkäytössään, päiväkodissa ei opeteta englantia eksplisiittisesti, aakkosia lukuun ottamatta, 
vaan lapset oppivat käyttämään sitä normaalissa kanssakäymisessä englanninkielisten aikuisten 
ja lasten kanssa. Toinen ryhmä on 8–9-vuotiaita alakoulun oppilaita (14 lasta), jossa käytetään 
CLIL-opetusmetodia. Suurin osa opetuksesta kaikissa eri oppiaineissa on siis englannin 
kielellä, mutta suomen kieltä käytetään sen rinnalla, jotta voidaan varmistaa, että oppilaiden 
sisällönoppiminen eri aineissa ei kärsi vieraan kielen ollessa pääopetuskieli. Koulun opettajat 
puhuvat äidinkielenään suomea. Oppilailla on myös englannin kielen oppitunteja, 
ensimmäisenä ja toisena vuonna kaksi tuntia viikossa ja kolmantena ja neljäntenä vuonna kolme 
tuntia viikossa, joiden lisäksi joka luokalla on yksi tunti viikossa englantia äidinkielenään 
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puhuvan opettajan English Fun -tunti. Kolmas ryhmä on 11–12-vuotiaita tavallisen alakoulun 
oppilaita (18 lasta), jotka opiskelevat englantia kahdesta neljään tuntia viikossa (riippuen jakson 
lukujärjestyksestä) vieraan kielen oppitunneilla. Koulussa ei käytetä englantia oppituntien 
ulkopuolella. Kaikkien näiden kolmen ryhmän jäsenet puhuvat suomea äidinkielenään ja ovat 
opiskelleet tai olleet alttiina englannille kolmesta neljään vuoteen. 
 
Lapsia haastateltiin kevätkaudella ja kesällä vuosien 2011 ja 2013 aikana. Haastattelutilanteet 
järjestettiin siten, että niihin sai tulla kaverin kanssa kaksin tai kolmisin, jotta tilanne aiheuttaisi 
lapsille mahdollisimman vähän jännitystä ja spontaanisti tuotettua ainestoa saataisiin kerättyä 
mahdollisimman paljon. Päiväkotilasten tapauksessa osa aineistosta kerättiin niin, että koko 
ryhmä oli paikalla, koska he olivat tottuneet kokoontumaan sillä tavalla tiettyyn aikaan päivästä 
ja sen katsottiin olevan hyväksi luomaan mahdollisimman luonnollinen tilanne lapsille tuottaa 
kieltä. Haastattelutilanteet alkoivat yleisellä jutustelulla, jonka jälkeen lapsia pyydettiin 
kertomaan tarina omin sanoin käyttämällä apuna kuvakirjaa. Kuvakirjoja oli kaiken kaikkiaan 
kolme, joista lasten annettiin valita, mistä he haluaisivat tarinan kertoa. Haastatteluissa ei 
kerrottu lapsille suoraan, että heidän tulisi kertoa tarina käyttäen mennyttä aikamuotoa. Sen 
sijaan haastattelija asetti tarinankerronnan lomassa lapsille kysymyksiä, jotka olivat menneessä 
aikamuodossa ja joihin lasten olisi pitänyt vastata samaa aikamuotoa käyttäen. Siten 
haastattelija pyrki saamaan selville lasten kyvyn huomata käytössä oleva aikamuoto ja vastata 
sen mukaisesti. 
 
Haastatteluissa käytetyt kuvakirjoista yksi oli täysin tekstitön ja kahdessa muussa oli kuvien 
lisäksi hieman tekstiä. Lapsia pyydettiin olemaan lukematta tekstejä ja keskittymään tarinan 
kertomiseen omin sanoin. Jos haastattelija huomasi jonkun lukevan suoraan kirjasta, osuus 
jätettiin huomioimatta ainestoa analysoitaessa. Tapauksia, joissa lapsi selkeästi toisti, mitä 
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haastattelija oli juuri sanonut, ei myöskään huomioitu eri verbimuotoja laskettaessa. Kirjojen 
kuvituksissa esiintyi monia eri toimia, jotka ovat lapsille tuttuja jokapäiväisestä elämästä. Kirjat 
valittiin juuri sen vuoksi, että niiden kuvituksien pohjalta esille tulisivat kaikkein yleisimmät 
verbit, niin säännölliset kuin epäsäännöllisetkin. Joukossa oli selkeästi myös joitakin 
taivutuksia, joiden oletettiin olevan lapsille vähemmän tuttuja ja joiden käyttö johtaisi täten 
mahdollisesti jonkinlaisten strategioiden käyttöön taivutusten muodostamisessa. 
 
Haastatteluiden jälkeen aineisto litteroitiin ja jaettiin kolmeen eri ryhmään: ryhmä 1 (3 939 
sanaa), ryhmä 2 (2 724 sanaa) ja ryhmä 3 (1 284 sanaa). Ryhmässä 1 on kielikylpypäiväkodin 
lapsilta saatu aineisto, ryhmässä 2 CLIL-alakoulun lasten aineisto ja ryhmässä 3 tavallisen 
alakoulun, eli vertailuryhmän, lasten aineisto. Jotta aineiston eri verbimuotoja voitaisiin tutkia, 
on tehtävä kategorisointi eri verbimuodoista, joita oletetaan löytyvän. Kategorioita on yksitoista 
ja niissä ovat niin virheettömät kuin virheellisetkin taivutusmuodot. 
1. Säännöllinen imperfektimuoto 
2. Epäsäännöllinen imperfektimuoto 
3. Menneen ajan kestomuoto 
4. Preesens – käytetty imperfektimuodon sijaan 
5. Kestomuoto – käytetty imperfektimuodon sijaan 
6. Virheellinen preesens – kongruenssi puuttuu ja käytetty imperfektimuodon sijaan 
7. Virheellinen kestomuoto – apuverbi puuttuu ja käytetty imperfektimuodon sijaan 
8. Imperfektin säännöllisen taivutuksen virheellinen käyttö epäsäännöllisen 
taivutuksen sijaan 
9. Apuverbin käyttö imperfektimuodossa preesensissä olevan pääverbin edellä 
10. Apuverbin käyttö imperfektimuodossa imperfektissä olevan pääverbin edellä 
11. Sekalaiset, erikoiset verbimuodot – käytetty imperfektimuodon sijaan 
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Kategorioista kolme ensimmäistä ovat virheettömiä menneen ajan aikamuotoja. Kategoriat 4–
11 sisältävät kieliopillisesti virheettömiä taivutuksia (esim. preesens), mutta niitä käsitellään 
tässä tutkimuksessa virheellisinä, koska niitä on käytetty tilanteessa, jossa olisi pitänyt käyttää 
imperfektitaivutusta. Kategoriat 8–10 ovat nk. strategiakategorioita, jotka kuvastavat 
mahdollisia eri tapoja, joiden avulla lapset pyrkivät ilmaisemaan imperfektitaivutuksen, kun 
virheetön, oikea muoto ei syystä tai toisesta tule spontaanissa tilanteessa heille mieleen. 
 
Aineistosta jokaisen ryhmän kohdalla laskettiin eri kategorioihin kuuluvat verbimuodot ja 
tulokset normalisoitiin, jotta niitä voidaan vertailla ryhmien välillä. Lisäksi tulosten pätevyys 
tarkistettiin käyttämällä tilastoanalyysiä. Tuloksia tarkastellessa pääasiallinen tutkimustulos on, 
että erot kaikkien kolmen ryhmän välillä ovat erittäin merkitseviä. Virheettömiä sekä 
virheellisiä kokonaistuloksia tarkastellessa ero ryhmän 1 ja ryhmän 2 välillä on erittäin 
merkitsevä, kuten myös ryhmän 1 ja ryhmän 3 välillä. Ainoastaan ryhmät 2 ja 3 näyttävät 
käyttäytyvän samankaltaisesti eikä niiden väliltä löydy merkitseviä eroja. Ryhmä 3 eroaa 
merkitsevästi kahdesta muusta ryhmästä myös kestomuodon käytössä, etenkin sen virheellinen 
käyttö on ryhmällä 3 merkitsevästi yleisempää kuin ryhmillä 1 ja 2. Strategiakategorioita 
tarkastellessa yhtä lailla erot ryhmään 3 ovat erittäin merkitseviä, sillä ryhmän 3 aineistossa ei 
esiinny yhtään strategioiden käyttöä. 
 
Ryhmän 3 aineistossa myös säännöllisen –ed-päätteisen imperfektin käyttö on hyvin vähäistä 
tai melkein olematonta. Tästä voidaan päätellä, että ryhmän 3 lapset eivät tunne säännöllistä 
imperfektitaivutusta vielä kovin hyvin osatakseen käyttää sitä spontaanissa puheessa. He 
päätyvät ryhmiä 1 ja 2 useammin käyttämään verbin preesensmuotoa sen sijaan. Luultavasti 
tämän vuoksi ryhmän 3 aineistossa ei täten myöskään esiinny säännöllisen 
imperfektitaivutuksen yleistämistä ja sen käyttöä epäsäännöllisesti taipuviin verbeihin, kuten 
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muissa kahdessa ryhmässä. Nämä erot verrattaessa ryhmiä 1 ja 2 ryhmään 3 tukevat 
tutkimuksen hypoteesia oppimisympäristön vaikutuksesta kielen kehitykseen. 
 
Strategiakategorioita tarkastellessa on nähtävissä myös jatkumo ryhmästä 1 ryhmään 2 ja 
edelleen ryhmään 3. Tämä tukee tutkimuksen hypoteesia iän vaikutuksesta kielen kehitykseen. 
Ryhmän 1 lapset ovat nuorimpia ja käyttävät eniten strategioita, kun taas ryhmän 2 lapset ovat 
hieman vanhempia, mutta strategioiden käyttöä kuitenkin esiintyy, kun taas ryhmän 3 lapset 
ovat kaikista vanhimpia eivätkä käytä strategioita lainkaan. Kun tarkastellaan tuloksia vertaillen 
kuinka paljon taivutuksia esiintyy per puhuja per ryhmä, strategioiden käytössä tulokset 
vastaavat aiempia, mutta virheettömien ja virheellisten tapausten kokonaistuloksia 
tarkastellessa ilmenee selkeä ero ryhmän 1 ja 2 välillä. Tämä viittaa murroskauden 
olemassaoloon ja eikä kehityksen asteittaiseen heikentymiseen, kuten hypoteesissa oletettiin. 
 
Kaikissa ryhmissä esiintyi virheettömistä taivutuksista eniten epäsäännöllisiä muotoja, mikä oli 
odotettua, sillä ne opitaan yleensä ennen säännöllistä taivutusta. Virheettömien taivutusten 
tapauksessa ryhmä 1 eroaa merkitsevästi ryhmistä 2 ja 3, minkä voidaan nähdä johtuvan ryhmän 
1 lasten nuoresta iästä, kuten myös heidän oppimisympäristöstään. Ryhmä 3 oli ainut, missä ei 
esiintynyt kertaakaan menneen ajan kestomuotoa. Aineiston perusteella heillä on hallussa 
kuitenkin be-apuverbin imperfektitaivutus sekä ing-taivutus, joita tarvitaan menneen ajan 
kestomuodon muodostamiseen. Koska sitä ei tästäkään huolimatta esiinny ryhmän 3 puheessa, 
voidaan päätellä, että näiden lasten kieli on rakentunut ja varastoitunut aivoihin siten, että se ei 
mahdollista heille tapaa kokeilla muodostaa kyseistä taivutusta ennen kuin se on eksplisiittisesti 
opetettu heille. Tulos kielii siitä, että oppimisympäristö vaikuttaa kielen kehitykseen ja sen 
rakenteiden oppimiseen vahvasti. 
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Vielä enemmän eri ryhmien kielen kehityksen vaiheista kertovat heidän tekemänsä virheet. 
Ryhmä 1 erottuu edelleen joukosta siten, että sen jäsenten puheessa esiintyy merkitsevästi 
vähemmän virheellistä preesensin yksikön kolmannen persoonan taivutusta, mikä osoittaa iän 
olevan vaikuttava tekijä kielen oppimisessa. Toisaalta taas ryhmä 3 eroaa selkeästi kahdesta 
kielikylpyryhmästä kestomuodon virheellisen käytön runsaan esiintymisen takia, mikä 
puolestaan osoittaa oppimisympäristön vaikuttavan kielenoppimisprosessiin. 
 
Virheellisistä taivutuksista kaikista mielenkiintoisia ovat kuitenkin lasten käyttämät strategiat 
imperfektitaivutuksen muodostamiseksi. Säännöllisen –ed-taivutuksen yleistäminen 
epäsäännöllisesti taipuviin verbeihin on yleisesti todettu olevan osa kielenoppimisprosessia. 
Hieman odottamattomampi strategia imperfektitaivutuksen muodostamiseksi on be-apuverbin 
käyttö joko preesensin tai jo imperfektissä taivutetun verbin edessä. Tätä taivutusta käyttävät 
molemmat kielikylpyryhmistä, mutta sitä ei esiinny ollenkaan vertailuryhmän aineistossa. Sen 
käytön oletetaan johtuvan monesta eri syystä: Apuverbin käyttö on helpompaa kuin 
taivutuspäätteen käyttäminen, lapset kuulevat apuverbiä käytettävän ennen pääverbiä 
kysymyksissä – joita heille etenkin haastattelutilanteessa paljon esitettiin – ja sitä käytetään 
englannin kielessä korostettaessa pääverbin merkitystä. Vaikka strategioiden käytössä löytyy 
jonkinlainen jatkumo ryhmästä 1 ryhmään 3, eivät ryhmien 1 ja 2 väliset erot ole tilastollisesti 
merkitseviä. Strategioiden käytöstä saadaan siis enemmän todistusaineistoa oppimisympäristön 
kuin iän merkityksestä. Aineiston kokonaistuloksia tarkastellessa löytyy sen sijaan osoituksia 
mahdollisen murroskauden vaikutuksista kielen kehitykseen, sillä ryhmä 1 eroaa virheettömien 
ja virheellisten taivutusten esiintymisessä tilastollisesti merkitsevästi muista kahdesta 
ryhmästä. Iän vaikutukset kielen kehitykseen jäävät kuitenkin melko epäselviksi tämän 
tutkimuksen osalta. 
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Oppimisympäristö näyttää tämän tutkimuksen todisteiden valossa kuitenkin olevan selkeästi 
tärkeä tekijä toisen kielen kehityksessä. Edellä mainittu strategioiden käyttö ryhmissä 1 ja 2 
viittaa vahvasti siihen, että heidän oppimisympäristönsä tukee kielellistä viestintää 
luonnollisella tavalla ja kielikylpy-ympäristöissä kehittyvät lapset omaksuvat toisen kielen 
implisiittisesti, kun taas vertailuryhmän lasten kieli näyttää rakentuvan eksplisiittisessä 
muodossa. Kielikylpyryhmien vielä kehittymisvaiheessa olevasta kielestä löytyvistä rakenteista 
voidaan päätellä heidän olevan luovia kielen käytön kanssa ja käyttävän erilaisia strategioita 
pystyäkseen kommunikoimaan haluamansa viestin. Tämä on yleistä toisen kielen oppijoille, 
kun kielenoppimisprosessi on vielä kesken eikä kielellinen kompetenssi ole täysin kehittynyt. 
Erilaiset viestimisstrategiat näyttäisivät olevan helpommin sellaisten oppijoiden käytössä, 
joiden oppimisympäristö tukee kielellä kommunikoimista ja sen luonnollista käyttöä. 
 
Tämä tutkimus antaa todisteita siitä, että kielikylpymäiset oppimisympäristöt ja oppijan nuori 
ikä ovat tärkeitä tekijöitä toisen kielen kehityksessä. Jotta toisen kielen oppiminen voitaisiin 
tehdä mahdollisimman vaivattomaksi tulevaisuuden oppijoille, olisi hyvä pyrkiä aloittamaan 
toisen kielen opetus jo mahdollisesti ennen kouluikää ja oppimisympäristön pitäisi tarjota 
oppijalle mahdollisimman paljon mahdollisuuksia käyttää kieltä aidoissa viestintätilanteissa. 
